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Series Editors’ Introduction

From the Natchez chiefdom and the emergent Choctaw confederacy to the “petite nations” of the Gulf Coast, the Indians of the Lower Mississippi Valley demonstrate a remarkable and not well understood diversity in social and economic organization, population, and political and military power. Daniel Usner’s theory of a “frontier exchange economy,” developed in an earlier book, works well for bringing some order to this history. Enmeshed in the French empire by the end of the seventeenth century, the Indians of present Mississippi and Louisiana created ways to profit from and defend against the imperial presence. Usner’s perspective, primarily social and economic, permits an examination of the coping strategies of southern Mississippi Valley Indians that emphasizes their attempts to preserve and maintain control, to influence their destinies, and to survive. Agency, an interpretive focus well adapted to an ethnohistorical methodology, thus becomes visible and conducive to scholarly explanation. Usner, well recognized as a leading student of Lower Mississippi Valley Native history, excels in analyzing the nuances of agency. This collection of essays both fills gaps and presents a coherent picture that extends to nineteenth-century New Orleans, explores the vitally important problems of regional demographic change, and vigorously addresses the problems of the historiography of southern Indian history. We are thus proud to present American Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley: Social and Economic Histories as the most recent addition to the Indians of the Southeast series.

Theda Perdue Michael D. Green
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Preface

In this book on the Lower Mississippi Valley, I offer essays that focus on various dimensions of American Indian society and economy. After completing a previous study that encompassed the wide scope of interethnic relations in this region before 1783, I continued to research the Indian experience in what became the states of Mississippi and Louisiana more intensively and over a longer span of time. The chapters of this book represent various lines of inquiry and argument, suggesting approaches that might be applicable to other groups of people in comparable historical situations. But altogether they constitute, I hope, a coherent exploration into important changes and challenges endured by American Indians from the beginnings of European colonization through the emergence of the Cotton South. A consistent emphasis is placed on Indian strategies of adaptation and resistance, although non-Indian policies and perceptions are also included in my analysis. I call the essays “Social and Economic Histories” in order to convey the variety of directions taken by different Lower Mississippi Valley Indian groups as they struggled for survival during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Chapter 1 is a review of the historiography on American Indians in the early South, examining how the study of Indian-colonial relations has changed during the twentieth century and situating my own work on the Lower Mississippi Valley within the framework of contemporary scholarship. Although the Natchez Indians’ relationship with French Louisiana has been studied extensively over the years, my reexamination in chapter 2. attempts to rescue long-term Natchez struggles from historians’ preoccupation with their final war against the colony. Chapter 3 explores the wider struggle of Lower Mississippi Valley Indians against adversity and even catastrophe by tracing changes in their population size and location over the eighteenth century. No understanding of Indian life since the beginnings of European colonization can ignore the destructive effect of epidemiological Page xii →disease and the hazardous influence of alcohol upon health and livelihood. Even in the face of colonial domination and demographic decline over the eighteenth century, however, the Lower Mississippi Valley’s native peoples managed to forge durable social and economic relations with Louisiana settlers and slaves. The spheres of interaction and the means of exchange that went into the formation of this multicultural economy are surveyed on a regional scale in chapter 4.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 explain how Indian people contended with new social and economic changes during the early nineteenth century, as their familiar network of interaction with non-Indians was rapidly displaced by the cotton economy. Finding themselves surrounded by the newly created states of Mississippi and Louisiana, American Indians faced escalating pressures on their livelihood and territory. In effectively weaving together old and new forms of economic activity, however, they expressed a resourceful determination to survive in their homeland. The final chapter discusses pictorial images of Lower Mississippi Valley Indians in locations and settings usually considered marginal to both Indian and non-Indian societies in nineteenth-century America. These drawings, paintings, and photographs generally reflected a racial ideology that eventually shaped the United States government’s policy of Indian removal. But when examined closely with other sources, they nonetheless help document Indian strategies of resistance and adaptation both before and after most Lower Mississippi Valley Indians were uprooted from their native land.
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But the third old lady had books, though she was the one that was a little crazy, and she waited till the others had done and then explained that Floyd had the blood of a Natchez Indian, though the Natchez might be supposed to be all gone, massacred. The Natchez, she said - and she nodded toward her books, “‘The Queen’s Library,” high on the shelf - were the people from the lost Atlantis, had they heard of that? and took their pride in the escape from that flood, when the island went under. And there was something all Indians knew, about never letting the last spark of fire go out. What did the other ladies think of that?

Eudora Welty, “At the Landing”

Onatima nodded. “Don’t be vulgar, Luther. But I see what you mean. That white writer thought change only meant death. And you could tell he loved death better than life. That’s what they’ve been writing about for a long time. Even that boy in the novel I gave you, the one about the boy and the slave. Remember how the boy kept making up stories and they were always about death? They have a romance going with death, they love it, and they want Indians to die for them.”

Luther nodded. “Lucky thing most of us Indians wasn’t reading their stories.”

“Lucky thing some of us were. But don’t change the subject. It’s a mess, old man. You’d better do something.”

Louis Owens, The Sharpest Sight
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One The History of American Indians in the Early South

The study of American Indians in the early South is finally gaining on the busier and richer scholarship of Indian-colonial relations in the Northeast. Following the work of John R. Swanton, Verner W. Crane, and a few others, the mid-twentieth century saw very little progress in scholarship on southern Indian culture and history for the formative centuries of European contact. Anthropologists and historians paid much closer attention to Iroquois- and Algonquian-speaking Indians and their interaction with northeastern colonies. Southern Indian history, meanwhile, centered on the early nineteenth century. The obvious importance of removal as a defining experience for a large number of southern Indian people had something to do with this emphasis. But the concentration on the antebellum South among American historians in general played an important role in the overall neglect of the South for the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries.

Now we are witnessing an efflorescence of scholarship on American Indians of the colonial South. Recently acclaimed works by M. Thomas Hatley, Kathryn Braund, Charles Hudson, and Patricia Galloway demonstrate that southern tribes and colonies are a vital area of interest in the new American Indian history. Important studies of slavery in the long-neglected seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, published during the 1970s, helped pave the way for historians of Indian-colonial relations in the South. Archaeological and documentary evidence from early encounters in the Southeast also attracted renewed attention from anthropologists. Deepening interest in the experiences and policies that led to the U.S. government’s removal of the largest southern tribes also pulled scholars backward through time.

As these various lines of inquiry currently converge on American Indians of the early South, it might be useful to review old and new areas of scholarship. Understanding how the literature on southern Indians has evolved over the twentieth century helps us identify strengths and weaknesses in establishedPage 2 → works as well as opportunities and possibilities for future research. Before the 1950s only a few historians and anthropologists ventured into sources dating before the removal era. John Swanton of the Smithsonian Institution dominated the field for a long time. Since the 1950s more and more scholars have turned to American Indians of the early South. Although their purposes and perspectives vary, all must begin with the bountiful legacy of Swanton.

As a student at Harvard University, John Swanton apprenticed under the Peabody Museum’s F. W. Putnam before receiving his Ph.D. in anthropology in 1900. Swanton probably grew tired of digging artifacts in Ohio and washing human remains in the museum basement, as suggested by A. L. Kroeber, and so he abandoned archaeology to take up ethnography. Studying linguistics with Franz Boas in New York, Swanton began to work on Pacific Northwest Indians but soon turned to the Southeast. During his half-century career at the Smithsonian’s Bureau of American Ethnology, Swanton produced a host of works that largely constituted all of southeastern Indian studies.1 For anthropologists of Swanton’s time, American Indians in the Southeast were less interesting than those in other regions. Kroeber’s revealing explanation for the vacuum that Swanton so energetically filled is worth quoting in full:

The Southeastern United States differed from most other native American ethnic areas in its conditions and opportunities. The first contacts go back to Hernando de Soto. All the tribes have been under strong European influences, or at least impingements, for two centuries or more. The contacts and encroachments were multiple: Spanish, English, French, later American also. The smaller tribes have long been extinct - either outright or merged in the more and more composite larger groups that have survived, partly through absorption of such remnants and of White and Negro blood. Here and there, hidden away and overlooked, there remained dwindling little communities of the tribes that had long since ceased to count as entities. In the pre-Civil War days, good memory-ethnology could have been obtained from many of these. When the first ethnologists arrived - Gatschet and J. O. Dorsey- and still more so a generation later in Swanton’s time, little could be got beyond the speech, sometimes already broken down or half-forgotten, and scraps of folk tales, customs, and beliefs. The larger groups mostly had bitterly resisted eviction from their homelands. When they finally yielded, it was to set up in Indian Territory semiautonomous, powerless, miniature imitations of American political forms and economic ways, or blends of these with what was left of their former but already modified institutions. Even these compromises were necessarily transient and gave way Page 3 →to the semiabsorption of citizenship. Field work by direct inquiry and observation, such as was and still is largely possible in the Plains and Plateau, Southwest and California, Northwest and Arctic, was enormously diluted in its possibilities for the Southeastern tribes. It was like working over tailings instead of following a fresh vein. The cultural material available in some ways resembled that obtainable in Latin America - it is imbedded in a matrix of long acculturation; and, as there, it is so firmly imbedded that dissociation is possible only through knowledge of the absorbing culture; and the most authentic data are often to be found in the written records of preanthropological centuries.

Such a field discourages and repels the average American ethnologist. It uncovered a streak of historical genius in Swanton. What informants could not give, good documents did yield, in many cases; and the information was one, two, three, and even four centuries nearer the purely aboriginal.2

Most of Kroeber’s assumptions about southeastern Indians are now dubious. The very conditions that discouraged and repelled ethnologists of his time, in fact, make the Southeast an especially interesting field for anthropologists and other scholars today. Nevertheless, John Swanton’s archival talents resulted in an incomparable body of historical studies that examined much of the South from the sixteenth century into the nineteenth century. The indifference exhibited by contemporaneous historians toward the sources explored by Swanton makes his contribution even more important. In mastering the documentary sources, synthesizing and interpreting them, and even fusing them with some fieldwork, Swanton indeed produced, in Krocber’s words, “something as permanent and fundamental as it is unique.”3

During the first half of the twentieth century, John Swanton enjoyed little company among anthropologists as well as historians in his study of southeastern Indians. Frank G. Speck, James Mooney, and David I. Bushnell Jr. produced some important works but devoted their careers only partly to the South.4 Perhaps the best signpost of anthropology’s neglect toward American Indians in the South was the fact that among thirteen essays published in a collection celebrating Swanton’s fortieth year at the Smithsonian, only one was about the Southeast, David Bushnell’s “Virginia before Jamestown.”

Meanwhile, professional historians almost completely neglected the South as a region for studying Indian-colonial relations. Fortuitously, the higher visibility of both colonial history and of contemporary Indians in northeastern and Great Lakes states meant that much more work would be produced Page 4 →in Indian history for those regions.5 Such prominent southern historians as Thomas Abernethy, Ulrich Phillips, and Avery Craven explored some features of the backcountry South early in their careers, but American Indians and their relations with colonists received little notice from them. Thanks mostly to Herbert E. Bolton and Verner Crane, two historians seldom associated with the South, some influential works on Indians in the colonial Southeast were written during the early twentieth century.

Best known for his seminal influence on the study of Spanish Borderlands in North America, Herbert E. Bolton himself researched Spanish missions in both Texas and Florida while encouraging students at the University of California at Berkeley also to examine the Spanish colony of Louisiana. John W. Caughey’s collection of documents pertaining to Alexander McGillivray, including a sixty-page introduction to the life of this important Creek leader, became the most widely recognized publication on southeastern Indians produced by a student ofBolton.6 But also under the tutelage of Bolton, John Tate Lanning wrote two important books on Spanish missions and diplomacy in Georgia before turning to the intellectual and educational history of colonial Latin America.7

Another historian influenced by Bolton was Anna Lewis, an Oklahoman of Choctaw descent who earned her B.A. in 1915 and M.A. in 1918 at the University of California. Born in 1885 in the Choctaw Nation, Lewis became the first woman to receive a Ph.D. degree at the University of Oklahoma and taught history at the Oklahoma College for Women from 1917 to 1956. For her 1930 doctoral dissertation, published two years later as Along the Arkansas, Lewis examined French and Spanish manuscripts in order to describe colonial exploration and settlement in the Arkansas district of Louisiana. Lewis later applied her exceptional interest in the eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Lower Mississippi Valley to writing a book-length biography of Pushmataha, the Choctaw leader best known for assisting Andrew Jackson at the Battle of New Orleans.8

Verner W. Crane spent 19u-12 at Harvard University, where he earned an M.A. in history. A seminar with Frederick Jackson Turner and a spring research trip to South Carolina launched Crane into a study of Indian trade in the lower South, which became the topic of his Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Pennsylvania. The final outcome of his studies was The Southern Frontier, 1670-1732, published in 1929. As Peter Wood has explained, Crane’s scholarship on Indian-colonial relations in the South was anomalous on at least two grounds. Following the publication of Southern Frontier, Crane himself shifted to subjects far removed from the early South and Page 5 →eventually became best known as a biographer of Benjamin Franklin. More importantly for the field of southern Indian history, no one else during Crane’s early career took a comparable interest in American Indians and their relations with southern colonies before the Revolutionary Era. Like Swanton’s studies in anthropology, Crane’s work on southern Indians stood alone for a long time.9

Crane’s scholarship and the subsequent works of Helen Shaw, Chapman Milling, and John Alden were largely histories of diplomacy and policy.10 Further refinement and expansion of this line of inquiry came steadily in the works of Louis De Vorsey, David Corkran, J. Leitch Wright, and James O’Donnell. These later scholars recognized more than their predecessors the importance of American Indian interests and objectives in international relations, but studies focusing on other forms of intercultural contact or on earlier periods of colonization were slow in coming.11 Douglas L. Rights, pastor of the Trinity Moravian Church, included a significant amount of material on the colonial era in his 1947 book on North Carolina Indians. A student of Bell Irvin Wiley at Emory University, Henry Thompson Malone published a study of social change among the Cherokees that focused on the early nineteenth century. The Catawbas’ experiences during and after the colonial period received some notable attention from Douglas Sununers Brown, a woman who wrote local history and children’s literature.12

With the publication of The Southern Indians: The Story of The Civilized Tribes before Removal in 1954, Robert S. Cotterill contributed a major work to southern Indian history in what he called an act of “self-defense.” As a university professor teaching southern history, Cottcrill felt that he “needed a knowledge of Southern Indians and failed to find it in the books then in print.”13 Cotterill’s early scholarship had focused on frontier Kentucky, and in 1936 he published a study of the antebellum South. But some twenty-five years of reading source materials in archives and libraries across the South went into the making of The Southern Indians, his last book.14

The lack of literature that induced Cotterill to publish his own book in 1954 reflected the neglect toward Indians in the early South over the previous half-century. Cotterill’s approach to the subject, however, signaled a persistent tendency among contemporary and subsequent scholars to neglect the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries. His overview of southern Indians concentrates heavily on the period from the American Revolution to Jacksonian Removal. The era before 1775 is only briefly treated as background. Cotterill’s emphasis on the Creeks of the late eighteenthPage 6 → and early nineteenth centuries resulted in an important interpretation of Indian-white relations in the Deep South and generated additional interest in Alexander McGillivray, Indian trade, and the Creek War among younger scholars. Earlier periods and other topics continued to be neglected.

Historians based in Oklahoma, meanwhile, turned to the removal of southern Indians and their fate in Indian Territory. Grant Foreman was an attorney who had worked on the Dawes Commission, responsible for negotiating and implementing allotment agreements with the Choctaws, Chickasaws, Cherokees, Creeks, and Seminoles. He devoted the last thirty years of his life to studying Oklahoma history and wrote a series of books on Indian Territory. In Indian Removal: The Emigration of the Five Civilized Tribes of Indians, published in 1932., Foreman chronicled the injustice and misery suffered by southern tribes as they were relocated to the West. The preremoval history of these Indians, however, was briefly examined only in order to demonstrate how they had become “civilized” in their homelands before the government forced them out.15 Angie Debo was an Oklahoman who earned her M.A. at the University of Chicago in 1924 and her Ph.D. at the University of Oklahoma in 1933. Debo went on to write many important books on western and Indian history, even though discrimination against women prevented her from acquiring a faculty position at a university or college. The Rise and Fall of the Choctaw Republic, a revision of her Ph.D. dissertation, was published in 1934. Its treatment of Choctaw history and culture before the removal era was thin, relying heavily on the works of Swanton. Debo was primarily interested in the struggles of the Choctaw people during the time between their removal from Mississippi and the admission of Oklahoma to statehood. Her later book on the Creeks followed the same pattern.16

Many of these works on southern Indians were published by the University of Oklahoma Press through its “Civilization of the American Indian” series. The common format of books written for this series tended to collapse time before the nineteenth century into a relatively brief background. Most volumes also selected single Indian nations as the subjects. In what might best be called a “before-and-after” approach to American Indian history, there is usually an opening chapter depicting the group’s culture before European contact. Here the historian calls upon the work of anthropologists and archaeologists to paint a static ethnographic picture. A summary of the tribe’s interaction with colonies and of changes in its culture usually follows in one or two chapters. Then each book focuses on relations with the United Page 7 →States, usually during the nineteenth century. The emphasis here is usually placed on conflict, treaties, policy, and leadership.17

At the 1953 meeting of the Ohio Valley Historic Indian Conference, organized by Erminie Wheder-Voegdin, a new professional organization was founded. Called the American Society for Ethnohistory, this national group included both historians and anthropologists. Like Wheeler-Voegelin, an anthropologist at Indiana University, many of these scholars were employed as expert witnesses for cases presented to the Indian Claims Commission. Through its annual conferences and quarterly journal, the American Society for Ethnohistory provided a setting for interdisciplinary work that significantly advanced scholarship on American Indians in the colonial era. For the South, anthropologists still led the way as historians continued to shy away from the early period. Raymond Fogelson, William Sturtevant, and Charles Hudson produced cultural studies of southern tribes that included some research into colonial sources.

As a professor of anthropology at the University of Georgia, Charles Hudson became instrumental in encouraging and coordinating studies of southern Indians. Nearly half of his own Catawba Nation covered the colonial period, and he edited important collections of essays that included other scholars’ work on American Indians in the early South. “It is shocking to contemplate that the native people of the southern United States have been a part of our history for over four centuries,” Hudson wrote in the introduction to one of these anthologies, “and yet for all the pages that have been written about them, they remain to us as strangers, or even worse, as caricatures.”18 In 1976 he published The Southeastern Indians, a graceful introductory text that conveyed the importance and excitement of studying southern Indian cultures. With this up-to-date survey, Hudson joined Swanton as an influential guide for future students of southern Indians. Hudson’s greatest contribution to the history of American Indians in the early South has been to recover the sixteenth-century South from obscurity, as he has devoted the past two decades of his scholarship to exploring both the archaeological and documentary records of early Spanish encounters.19

Several important contributions to the history of southern Indians originated in a variety of projects since the 1950s. Wikomb E. Washburn’s study of Bacon’s Rebellion sparked interest in Indian-colonial relations in the Chesapeake Bay region. Mary Young’s work on Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw allotments during the removal era set a new standard for closely examiningPage 8 → Indian experiences and, even more significant for preremoval historiography, led her to study social and political change among the Cherokees.20 Interesting approaches to the Cherokees during the colonial period were taken by Frederick Gearing, John Reid, and Rennard Strickland on government and law and by Gary Goodwin on economy and environment.21 By the 1970s a new generation of historians approached southern Indians with a stronger self-consciousness about the field. Although focusing on nineteenth-century topics, Michael Green’s exploration into the causes of Creek removal, Theda Perdue’s study of slavery in Cherokee society, and Daniel F. Littlefield’s work on Indian-black relations effectively demonstrated the importance of reaching back into earlier times.22

Two historians with successful careers outside American Indian history meanwhile produced significant landmarks in the field by turning to Indians in the early South. Having already achieved distinction as a historian of American religion, William McLaughlin devoted the last decade of his life to publishing major works on the Cherokee Indians. McLaughlin applied his thoroughness in both archival research and informative narrative mainly to the nineteenth century, but many of his most original insights enhanced our understanding of the Cherokees’ formative relations with the United States during the 178os and 1790s.23 After devoting many successful years to the history of international relations on the Gulf of Mexico, J. Leitch Wright Jr. shifted to an emphasis on southern Indians. Published in 1981, The Only Land They Knew offered a provocative overview of American Indian history before the removal era. Through Wright’s able synthesis, long-neglected information about the enslavement of southern Indians during the colonial period, the importance of Indian trade, and the influence of southern Indians on African Americans reached a wide audience. Just before his fatal accident in 1986, Wright completed Creeks and Seminoles: Destruction and Regeneration of the Muscogulge People. This bold analysis of ethnic diversity among the Muscogulge people set a new standard for the study of southern Indians during the colonial and early national periods.24

J. Leitch Wright’s Creeks and Seminoles was the first book published by the University of Nebraska Press in its new series called “Indians of the Southeast.” Since 1986 this series, edited by Theda Perdue and Michael D. Green, has constituted an important venue for current scholarship on American Indians in the South. As represented by a few books already published in this series, a growing amount of solid work is being done for the twentieth and nineteenth centuries. Much of this new attention to the postremoval period derives from greater interest in contemporary Indian communitiesPage 9 → all across the eastern United States. It also reflects a deepening awareness of the new insights into race relations and ethnic identity that can be gained from analysis of American Indians in the post-Civil War South. Perusal of this new literature, however, impresses the reader with wonder over what remains to be learned from and about the endurance of southern Indian communities through the painful experiences of political disruption, economic marginalization, and social discrimination.25

Meanwhile, scholarship on southern Indians from the beginnings of European colonization to the removal era began to flourish. Many scholars acquired an interest in American Indians of the colonial South along one of three paths. The escalation of work during the 1970s on Indian-colonial relations in the Northeast, led by such scholars as Francis Jennings, James Axtell, Bruce Trigger, and Neal Salisbury, naturally awakened interest in comparable work for the Southeast. A second trajectory taken by curious students was the exciting new work on slavery in the colonial South. Edmund Morgan’s American Slavery, American Freedom and Peter Wood’s Black Majority opened new windows to the dynamic and multifaceted features of intercultural relations in the early South.26 Gary Nash’s Red, White, and Black: The Peoples of Early America, first published in 1974, provided an inspirational vista of what awaited younger scholars. By 1989 James Merrell’s The Indians’ New World, a prize-winning study of the Catawbas, reflected the best work in a field that was fast improving. Essays edited and written by Peter Wood, Thomas Hatley, and Gregory Waselkov in their 1989 collection, Powhatan’s Mantle, offered a rich sample of just some of the important work then in progress.27

The third important and productive approach to American Indians in the early South originated with new interest in the Spanish missions of Florida and in the Spanish explorations across the region. Several recent works on the sixteenth century, including those of Charles Hudson already mentioned, have contributed to our understanding of early Spanish relations with southern Indians.28 Demographic studies have demonstrated the catastrophic impact of diseases carried by early European explorers on the population of American Indians in the Southeast.29 Plenty of archaeology and history has been devoted recently to the Spanish origins of Florida. Amy Bushnell, Kathleen Deagan, John Hann, Jerald Milanich, and others have closely examined Spanish Indian policy and American Indian life in and around Spanish missions.30 Thanks to this scholarship, the South during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries is finally coming into focus. Page 10 →Essays published in The Forgotten Centuries: Indians and Europeans in the American South, 1521-1704, edited by Hudson and Carmen Chaves Tesser, feature this development. They also show how interest in southern Indians over these forgotten centuries can help bridge studies of English, Spanish, and French colonies of North America, which for too long have been written in virtual isolation from one another.31

General themes emerging from this new history of American Indians in the early South depart boldly from understandings that prevailed in earlier scholarship. No longer are Indian tribes portrayed as static groups of people unable to withstand the inexorable force of European invasion. European viewpoints, motives, and policies are no longer privileged over those of American Indians. Whenever featured in the new literature, colonial objectives appear Jess blunt and uniform than they did in earlier works. The metaphor of a downward spiral once commonly used to characterize all kinds of change in Indian society has been replaced by a sense that erratic motion on an unpredictable course more accurately captures the experiences of American Indians in the early South. A better understanding of the multiple dimensions of both change and continuity should improve our ability to define more precisely real turning points and transformations in southern Indian history during the colonial era.

The diversity of native encounters with colonial peoples across the South is striking but not surprising when one considers the span of time and breadth of space encompassed. Contributing specifically to the wide variation and sometimes erratic rhythm of Indian-colonial interaction were intratribal and intertribal relations, intracolonial and intercolonial relations, and shifting interests of both Indian and colonial societies. The new scholarship also reveals that many Indian nations in the South were in a state of flux as they faced early European colonial efforts. The origins of specific tribes dated to fairly recent changes in population size, political organization, and geographic location. Epidemics triggered by the arrival of Europeans at the beginning of the sixteenth century played a prominent role in decentralizing Mississippi chiefdoms and reconfiguring political associations among survivors.

The responses of native societies to European colonization were as complex and dynamic as this immediate background. Many groups merged in order to withstand new pressures. Individual tribes sought trade alliances with particular colonies in order to protect or bolster themselves vis-a-vis other tribes or colonies. Acceptance of missionaries as well as traders into one’s territory, according to the new history, was a form of adaptation to Page 11 →rapidly changing circumstances, securing dose ties to colonial societies and stable access to foreign goods. Resistance to European domination also took versatile forms. Wars waged against colonies by tribes and intertribal alliances occurred frequently across the South but were not the only means of asserting independence and self-determination. Historians now see more subtle, everyday manifestations of resistance in diplomacy, trade, and even conversion as American Indians attempted to make relations with colonists suit their own beliefs and serve their own needs.

Once overshadowed by an emphasis on political and military features of Indian-colonial relations, social and economic exchange has come under brighter light in the new scholarship. Historians now appreciate the importance of the deerskin trade to colonies and tribes alike. They pay closer and more nuanced attention to the various and incongruent effects of trade on Indian life. The informal exchange of goods and ideas beyond the more commercialized channels of the deerskin trade is also coming into view. And we are beginning to realize the many different forms that Indian interaction with African Americans took over the long colonial era.

Most of this work on American Indians in the early South has occurred strictly inside the academic world, with little participation by southern Indians themselves and with little impact on the general public. Curriculum projects sponsored by the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians and the Eastern Band of Cherokees have concentrated on history and culture since the removal era, understandably more accessible and interesting to young Indians.32 This cultivation of historical learning will perhaps motivate an increasing number of American Indian students to pursue their own investigations into the colonial era. Widespread interest in American Indians of the early South waits for the all-too-slow incorporation of new scholarship into public museums and popular writings. Works recently written for a wider audience by Peter Wood and Mary Ann Wells are splendid examples that will be followed, it is hoped, by other efforts.33

Within this new scholarship on American Indians in the early South, there are important areas that await further study as well as weaknesses and gaps in our understanding. Methodological and conceptual problems evident in much of American Indian history today are shared by works on southern Indians.34 Closer investigation of population change is necessary for establishing more firmly the location, size, and identity of Indian communities as they confronted colonial peoples and forces between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries.35 A project like Helen Tanner’s Atlas of Great Lakes Indian Page 12 →History is also needed for the Southeast in order to depict on maps the dynamic and complex experiences of its native population.36 Since most of the new scholarship has busily focused on particular colonial or native subregions of the South, with heavy emphasis on social and economic change, analysis of broader diplomatic relations across the entire region would also help present new insights into political change on the scale of Crane’s Southern Frontier. History of the early South that focuses on American Indians should eventually improve our understanding of the imperial contests among England, France, and Spain in North America, since many Indian nations interacted with two or more empires at one time or another.

Shifting attention from the regionwide to the group-level perspective, the new Indian history of the early South could benefit furthermore from closer attention to cultural dimensions of change and continuity. In reacting against the ethnographic framework of earlier studies, recent work has tended to concentrate more on social and economic dimensions of Indian-colonial relations - with, as already noted, much-needed results. But now greater attention to culture is required in order to advance our understanding of what this all meant to the participants themselves. Joel Martin’s Saered Revolt and Frederic Gleach’s Powhatan’s World and Colonial Virginia. stand out because of their exceptional attempts to balance historical context with cultural perspective. Stronger textual analysis of the ritual and language of Indian diplomacy and greater attention to change and continuity at the village level are just two specific approaches that will enhance knowledge about native world views.37

The importance of focusing historical analysis on American Indian women is becoming evident in the work of a growing number of scholars.38 There is still a great need for this line of inquiry in the study of southern Indian societies during the colonial period. Kathryn Braund’s and Thomas Harley’s integral treatment of women’s experiences and perspectives in their respective books on the Creeks and Cherokees effectively demonstrates the understanding gained through such analysis.39 The publication of Theda Perdue’s Cherokee Women: Gender and Culture Change, 1700-1835 in 1998 marks a major breakthrough in thinking about the construction of gender as well as the experience of women in southern Indian societies over the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This book will serve as a model for students interested in the history of American Indian women across all regions of North America.40

James Merrell’s Indians New World was a landmark study because of its impressive emphasis on the active and versatile role that the Catawbas Page 13 →played in their ever-changing struggles against colonialism. More scholars who are now exploring the wide range of subjects that constitute the history of American Indians in the early South need to emulate Merrell’s skillful recovery of Indian agency and voice from a variety of sources. This need is especially urgent in studies of Florida missions in the seventeenth century and in works about southern Indian relations with the United States at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Much of the investigation in both of these areas offers new insight into official policies and practices but with only minimal attention given to native initiatives and responses.41 Whether examining Indian livelihood and trade, diplomacy and warfare, or mission and town life, historians must seek to understand more fully how Indian people themselves influenced the American South and shaped their own future within the region - before they confronted perhaps their greatest challenge in the U.S. government’s removal policy.
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Two French-Natchez Borderlands in Colonial Louisiana

During the heyday of ethnological inquiry into the social organization of American Indians, the Natchez were the object of great curiosity and controversy. A caste system of lineage and government, which had amazed early French observers, confounded modern anthropologists debating a so-called Natchez paradox.1 John Swanton attributed the fact that two-thirds of his 1911 publication, Indian Tribes of the Lower Mississippi Valley, was devoted to the Natchez largely “to its strongly centralized system of government, to the sanguinary mortuary rites of its ruling classes, and finally to the spectacular massacre perpetuated by it upon the French settlers of Natchez in the year 1729 and the bloody war which followed.” “The Natchez are, therefore, practically extinct,” Swanton concluded, “but thanks to their peculiar manners and customs and the romance and tragedy surrounding their last war with the French they have probably attained a fame which many existing tribes will never enjoy.”2

In the field of colonial history, meanwhile, the Natchez shared the neglect toward all Lower Mississippi Valley Indians who fell into the French sphere of colonization. French Louisiana was long perceived as an anomalous colonial province in North America. With attention fixed on British provinces, American colonial historians ignored French and Spanish colonial regions. Within the list of French colonies in the Western Hemisphere, Louisiana also fell into a somewhat enigmatic slot. Unlike Canada and the Caribbean in significant ways, it was classified as a hybrid between fur trade and slave societies and considered less successful than other colonies.3 Surrounded by other Indian societies that had become more dispersed and decentralized than their Mississippian predecessors, the Natchez were one of the few centralized chiefdoms left in the Lower Mississippi Valley by the eighteenth century. The Natchez Indians earned the distinction, therefore, of being an anomaly within an anomaly - seeming to be an exceptionally powerful native society within an exceptionally weak colonial region.4

Page 16 →
In light of current shifts in both anthropology and history, it is time to reexamine the Natchez Indians and their relations with colonial Louisiana. Less interested in reconstructing “authentic” aboriginal cultures and more interested in understanding cross-cultural exchange, we can return to the Natchez experience with new questions. In tracing the erosion of ”classic norms of social analysis” since the 196os, anthropologist Renato Rosaldo explains how “cultural borderlands” have moved to the center of current inquiry. The myriad crossroads and borderlands where people have encountered cultural differences were too easily reduced to simplistic patterns of conflict or acculturation as long as cultures themselves were defined as unified wholes with rigid boundaries. Now we are more attentive to the borderland spaces in which individuals and groups forge intercultural relationships out of necessity or convenience. Adaptation and resistance to colonialism might even require border crossings of one kind or another.5

In their relatively short-lived but well-documented relationship with the French, the Natchez illustrate important dimensions of Indian-colonial borderlands and border crossings that deserve close attention. Recent scholarship in American Indian history for various regions of the Western Hemisphere demonstrates that patterns of adaptation and resistance predating European colonialism played a significant role in shaping Indian relations with empires.6 So instead of treating the Natchez chiefdom like some static or prototypical political organization, it is more informative to consider its dynamic borderlands with other Indian nations as well as with the French colony. The fateful decision by Natchez leaders to revolt against the French in 1729 should not be viewed as the inevitable result of some linear process of conquest by more advanced or more powerful Europeans. Indian relations with European colonies took many different paths, as emphasized in the new Indian history, each path involving a mixture of tradition and innovation, resistance and adaptation, which cannot be easily broken down into phases or stages. Making the Natchez War even more complicated and less predictable to Louisiana natives and newcomers alike was its connection to wider borderlands among Indians, settlers, and slaves. Finally, it is worth noting that colonial victory over Indian enemies did not completely stop their resistance. Long after the French empire destroyed the Natchez chiefdom, dispersed groups of Natchez people resisted French colonialism in intercultural borderlands across time. These groups warrant discussion.7

From their first encounter with Rene-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, the Natchez Indians relied on ready responses to new challenges that had Page 17 →worked for them on earlier cultural borderlands. French explorers and traders introduced new kinds of unpredictability to a world already familiar with instability. The Natchez descended from Muskhogean migrants who traveled down the Mississippi River sometime between A.D. 1000 and 1500 and integrated with older Gulf Coastal cultures. The high bluffs located about 250 miles (as the crow flies) from the mouth of the river provided protection against natural flooding and human invasion. Amidst abundant wildlife and fertile soil, the Natchez established villages along St. Catherine Creek. When La Salle descended the Mississippi in 1682, they lived in some nine or ten different towns numbering approximately six thousand people.8

The Grand Village of Natchez centered around the temple of the eternal fire and the cabin of the highest chief, who was called the Great Sun. This sacred ruler maintained absolute authority over his people, who worshipped the heavenly sun through a perpetual fire. Many years ago, according to Natchez tradition, a man and his wife descended from the sun to “teach us to live better and live in peace among ourselves.” On becoming the people’s sovereign, he ordered them to move to another country, maintain a perpetual fire, and acknowledge only his descendants, who would be perpetuated by women.9 The grand chiefs residence and the sacred temple were built on mounds situated around a plaza, an architectural feature that the Natchez preserved long after other Mississippian societies had dissolved or dispersed. When the French arrived at Natchez, in fact, the Grand Village included two plazas; an older one had apparently been replaced by a newer one as the central axis between temple mound and chief’s mound.10

The peculiar caste system that continues to fascinate scholars probably evolved among the Natchez during their assimilation of other tribes along the lower Mississippi in a borderland predating French arrival. Natchez society at the beginning of French contact consisted of four classes of people: Suns, Nobles, Honored People, and Commoners. The first three classes, considered nobility, propagated themselves through rules of exogamous marriage and matrilineal descent. Ambiguous descriptions of Natchez social structure prevent conclusive understanding, but a conjectural organization can be made. Suns were children of Sun mothers and Commoner fathers. Nobles included the children of Noble mothers and Commoner fathers or of Sun fathers and Commoner mothers. Honored People were the offspring of Honored women and Commoner men or of Noble men and Commoner women. Commoners were born to Commoner mothers and Honored fathers or to Commoner fathers and Commoner mothers.11

Page 18 →
As migrants into the region, the Natchez might have devised a form of social organization that legitimized dominance while facilitating incorporation of indigenous groups. The classification system suggests that social instability would have resulted from a diminishing Commoner class. Anthropologists have offered a number of hypothetical solutions to this “Natchez paradox,” including assimilation of outside tribes, status differentiation of brothers and sisters, and differential fertility. Despite anthropological controversy over its actual mechanics, however, the Natchez’s social structure managed to unify different peoples during migration and conflict. The marriage rule of exogamy also helped resolve tension between social differentiation and political unity within the evolving nation.12

La Salle’s encounter with the Natchez in 1682 foreshadowed the complex borderland that developed between the French and the Natchez over the ensuing years. The Great Sun met La Salle in “wooden canoes to the sound of the tambour and the music of the women.” He offered the calumet, or peace pipe, and expressed pleasure at the arrival of the French. On his return visit from the mouth of the Mississippi, La Salle faced unexpected hostility. After offering the Natchez some scalps of Quinipissas killed in combat by La Salle’s party of Frenchmen and Indians, the explorers were suddenly surrounded by an estimated fifteen hundred warriors. The ensuing scene confused Henri de Tonti, the expedition’s most experienced guide. “They brought us something to cat, and we ate with our guns in our hands. As they were afraid of fire-arms, they did not dare to attack us. The chief begged M. de la Salle to go away, as his young men had not much sense, which we very willingly did - the game not being equal, we having only 50 men, French and savages.”13 This ambivalent response to the disruptive presence of intruders, common in early Indian encounters with Europeans, probably reflected a predictable degree of uncertainty and disagreement within Natchez society over appropriate strategies of engagement.

When the French began to colonize the Gulf Coast some seventeen years later, Louisiana officials immediately recognized the prestige and power of the Natchez head chief. Successful alliance with local Indian nations against English expansion and their conversion to Catholicism - two of France’s initial goals in the region - might hinge on friendship with such a powerful ruler. In 1700 missionary Paul Du Ru, accompanying Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville’s exploration upriver, commented on the Great Sun’s “somewhat Spanish” manners. The absolute respect and obedience that he received from the villagers resembled the “air of an ancient emperor.”14 The Natchez never approached their chief directly and always saluted him with a howl. Page 19 →Female chiefs, whose sons or brothers became Great Suns, also bore great influence. Father Gravier was struck by the genius of the woman chief, whose brother, Ouachilla, seemed less intelligent and less tolerant. The Great Sun always maintained a company of guards, through whom French colonial officials appealed for services and favors.15

The French at first placed high hopes on using the Great Sun to inspire religious conversion among the Indian populace at large, but Natchez leaders demonstrated a recalcitrance that had facilitated their own dominance in the past. The arrival of Iberville in 1700 coincided with the illness of Ouachilla. The death of a Sun chief required the sacrifice of nearly a hundred lives in what might have been the Natchez’s most sacred ceremony. Father Du Ru rushed to baptize Ouachilla but lacked knowledge of the language to explain the procedure to him. He then tried to persuade his wife to prevent any killing if the chief died. Relieved by her promise to do so, Du Ru sent some medicine and a rosary to Ouachilla. The chiefs subsequent recovery convinced the Jesuit that “the Holy Virgin gave her blessing to the remedies that we sent.” Despite Du Ru’s optimistic assessment of their disposition to “accept a missionary’s teaching,” other colonists quickly realized that Natchez chiefs “have too much interest in passing among their people for spirits to embrace Christian humility very soon.”16

The persistence of their death ritual indicates the strength of Natchez resistance to such direct cultural interference by the French. While living among the Natchez in 1704, ship carpenter and interpreter Andre Penicaut witnessed this “most horrifying tragedy that could be seen.” After the grand female chief died, her son strangled her husband. His body was placed beside her on “a kind of triumphal chariot,” around which were laid twelve strangled infants. During the next four days, fourteen people descended scaffolds every quarter hour and danced in the village square to the howling and singing of the chief’s kinsmen. These sacrificial victims had honored their families by offering their death while the Dead One was alive; they would lovingly serve her in the next world. Following the march of the corpses, in which the dead infants were trampled on by their fathers, the victims undressed and sat outside the temple. Cords, made by their own hands, were then placed around their necks. With deerskins over their heads, they swallowed three tobacco pills and lost consciousness. The Dead One’s kinsmen then tightened the slipknots until the victims died.17

The death ritual and more seasonal ceremonies endured in the face of new threats posed by the French empire. At communal feasts and dances, or during the annual renewal of the temple roof, all classes of the Natchez gatheredPage 20 → on the public square between the mounds of the sacred temple and the Great Sun’s cabin,18 “The fathers of families do not fail to carry to the Temple the first of their fruits, their com and vegetables, reported Father Le Petit in 1730. “They never plant their fields without having first presented the seed in the Temple with the accustomed ccremonics.”19 The unity of Natchez life rested upon the sacredness of their ancestors’ land and the continuity of their kinship system from one generation to the next. French colonists eventually affected both land and lineage but hardly altered Natchez government and society. Missionaries gained permission to baptize those children sacrificed by their fathers. In explaining such limited success, André Pénicaut argued that “this nation is too stubborn in its religion, which humors the wicked inclinations of their depraved natures so that there has been no progress in converting them and in establishing Christianity among them.”20

During the early nineteenth century, the Natchez Indians became the exotic and tragic medium of François René Chateaubriand’s popular stories Atala, René, and The Natehez. Their revolt against the French in 1729, however, was not as predictable or as inevitable as romantic representations in literature over the years have made it seem.21 As the Natchez people forged borderland relations with French colonists, they chose from a number of possible paths taken by other Indian groups in the Lower Mississippi Valley - none of which Jed automatically to violent confrontation. In some ways the Natchez resembled other large, interior tribes because of their strategic location along the Mississippi River. Like the Choctaws and Chickasaws, the Natchez communicated with Louisiana through formal channels. For Louisiana’s defense against English encroachment from Carolina, Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville encouraged diplomatic and trade ties with these Indian nations. Carolinians scattered among Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Natchez villages were offering valuable merchandise in return for Indian slaves. Indians now demanded the same presents, especially firearms, ammunition, and alcohol, from the newly arrived French.22 But financial deficiency and profiteering at first thwarted Louisiana’s efforts to recruit Indian allies. In 1713 three Englishmen and Price Hughes, a Welshman hoping to establish an English colony on the river, purchased Chaouacha slaves from the Natchez. The Chaouachas, a coastal nation already decimated by the European presence, had been attacked by a Yazoo and Natchez raiding party.23

The Natchez benefited early from competition between English and Page 21 →French traders but not without suffering some stress from the contest. Villages divided into factions, weakening the Great Sun’s authority and threatening national solidarity in what might be called a domestic borderland. Internal tension violently surfaced in 1715, when Governor Antoine de La Mothe Cadillac traveled upriver without offering presents or accepting the Natchez calumet. Uneasy over the establishment of a trading post two years earlier, the Natchez interpreted the governor’s negligence of the sacred exchange ritual as a sign of impending aggression. They assassinated four passing voyageurs and raided the Crozat Company’s storehouse. Bearded One, chief of the hostile, pro-English village of White Earth, pillaged all its arms, powder, and bullets for the anticipated conflict. Bienville led an expedition of only thirty-four men to avenge these hostile acts. Up against a force of about twelve hundred warriors and without sufficient arms, the French were forced to accept an offer of peace largely on Natchez terms. Tattooed Serpent, war chief and the Great Sun’s brother, offered the heads of three hostile warriors, returned stolen merchandise, and promised to execute the Bearded One - probably in order to undermine the pro-English faction.24

Disagreement within colonial society also emerged during this conflict, revealing the advent of ambitious economic plans. Bienville argued against Cadillac’s assertion that the Natchez were the most docile and friendly nation along the Mississippi River. He began to distrust the Natchez “more than any other” and insisted that a fort be built there. He also refused to continue scattering his small garrison among Indian huts. Pressure from investors and officials to find an exportable agricultural staple for Louisiana sparked interest in Indian land, and the Natchez area looked promising for such a development. General Commissioner Jean-Baptiste Duclos went so far as to declare it “necessary according to their principles to destroy the Natchez entirely or at least, according to our laws ... to tomahawk all those who killed or participated in the murder of the Frenchmen.”25

Over the first two decades of colonization, however, trade and sexual relations engendered an interdependency between Indians and Frenchmen that proved to be a resilient borderland inviting border crossings. A census of August 1708 recorded 146 men, 2.8 women, 15 children, and 80 Indian slaves, “plus 6o Canadian backwoodsmen who are in the Indian villages situated along the Mississippi River without permission from any governor, who destroy by their wicked, liberated lives with Indian women all that the missionaries ... teach them about the divine mysteries of the Christian rcligion.”26 Troubled by frequent desertions and the constant Jure of native Page 22 →concubinage, General Commissioner Bernard Diron d’Artaguette demanded that Frenchwomen be shipped to Louisiana to attract Canadians from Indian companions. Louisiana officials in the Superior Council regretted that “newcomers have Indian women as slaves who are always with child or nursing.” They feared that Louisiana was becoming a colony populated with “half-breeds who are by nature idle and loose.”27

Both the continuing scarcity of European women and dependency on Indian trade in the Lower Mississippi Valley ensured that French relations with Natchez and other Indians would remain difficult to govern. General Commissioner Marc-Antoine Hubert complained in 1717 that “inhabitants are too accustomed to trade with Indians who supply their needs abundantly and will not bring themselves to work unless they are on the mainland and have negroes for this work who are more laborious than the Indian slaves, who desert when they are hard pressed.”28 Many soldiers deserted to Spanish Pensacola, English Carolina, and enemy tribes in order to escape famine, disease, or work. Canadian voyageurs and young settlers often chose to live among friendly Indian nations rather than suffer from inadequate rations on the coast. Penicaut reported that in 1704 a group of twenty men, “young and passionately fond of rambling,” stayed in Natchez villages.29

This intimate border crossing by colonists complemented the Natchez Indians’ sexual norms without undermining their social order, as long as the French population remained small. When Natchez boys and girls reached puberty they were encouraged to indulge in sexual intercourse. Young women sold their favors to form their trousseaus. Marriageable men rated future spouses’ merit by the wealth that women accumulated through sexual activity. But once married, wives maintained strict fidelity to their husbands. In satisfying the sexual passions of Louisiana colonists through prostitution, Natchez women also prepared themselves for marriage. Sexual contact on the colonial frontier actually involved white adoption of Indian cultural traits. Frequent abortions of interracial offspring tormented French missionaries. In their encounters with Natchez women, some Frenchmen acquired their soft and smooth pronunciation of the language to the great amusement of Natchez men.30 In 1717 Father François Le Maire urged that France establish a settlement on the Mississippi as a “buffer against English expansion” and to prevent “all the disorders and scandals” in Indian villages.31

The fertility of Natchez land and its natural protection from the river’s inundation did indeed begin to attract Louisiana officials and settlers. After the first importation of African slaves by the Company of the Indies in 1719, Page 23 →two large land concessions were established adjacent to the Grand Village. The introduction of commercial agriculture among the Natchez suddenly pushed them in a direction shared by smaller Indian tribes along the Mississippi River and Gulf Coast. Like the Houmas, Chitimachas, and Chaouachas downriver, the Natchez found themselves in closer and looser contact with French colonists.32 As concessions at Natchez became promising tobacco plantations, the arrival of European indentured servants and African slave laborers had devastating effects on the Natchez population. Descending the river to depart for St. Domingue, Father Pierre de Charlevoix observed in 1721 that the great village of the Natchez, which stood halfway between the St. Catherine and White Earth plantations, was “at present reduced to a small number of cabins.” Except for the eternal fire, the grand temple lacked the ornaments and relics that were publicized by earlier French travelers. The Jesuit priest speculated that “the neighborhood of the French made the Natchez apprehensive of losing the dead bodies of their chiefs, and whatever was most precious in their temple,” so the Indians carried them to another location.33 “Some contagious diseases,” especially smallpox and colds, ravaged the Natchez and reduced the nation to only five villages. Their military force decreased from four thousand warriors in 1715 to two thousand warriors in 1721.34

The intrusion of plantation agriculture, however, did not immediately dissolve older forms of interaction across the cultural borderland. Frenchmen still depended on the Natchez for trade in deerskins and for knowledge about the environment. Beginning with Fort Rosalie itself, the Natchez assisted the French in clearing land and constructing buildings.35 They hunted for the new settlement, providing colonists with food and furs. In exchange for products of their own fields and of the forests, Indians received fusils, gunpowder, lead, linen, and brandy- European goods on which they increasingly depended. The Natchez’s understanding of local flora also provided Frenchmen with invaluable health care. Conjurers used many plants to cure various ailments among the French. Boiled ground ivy eased women’s labor pains, cured ulcers, and relieved headaches. Desiccated sassafras induced sweating and cured venereal disease. Antoine Le Page du Pratz, a Dutchman who lived among the Natchez for eight years, often observed their use of balm from the bearded creeper to reduce fever.36 The Natchez were even known to exert themselves spiritually on behalf of the French. The Great Sun once vigorously fasted, according to Le Page du Pratz, to aid some colonists “who had been complaining that it had not rained for a long time.” He consumed nothing but com and water and abstainedPage 24 → from the company of his wives for nine days “to invoke the spirits of the air for rain.”37

A crisis in 1722. exposed new stresses and strains on the French-Natchez borderland as the region rapidly became more ethnically and economically volatile. That summer a Fort Rosalie guard killed a White Apple villager in a dispute over a debt. A St. Catherine director named Pierre Guenot enchained and imprisoned an honored man of that Natchez village. After an unsuccessful attempt to kill Guenot, White Apple warriors began raids on the St. Catherine plantation on u October. Skirmishes broke out when the Indians, while “talking to the negroes who had stopped to eat,” opened fire and killed a slave. Within a week the Natchez killed eleven cattle, injured one black and one white laborer, and stole three horses, sixteen pigs, six quarts of flour, fifty quarts of com, fifty quarts of potatoes, and forty quarts of Appalachian beans. Tattooed Serpent once again mediated peace between the French settlement and the hostile villages of White Apple, Gray, and Jenjenque.38

Colonial officials downriver at New Orleans treated this hostility as a serious breach in French-Natchez relations. Bienville mobilized a punitive expedition of 150 colonial troops and promised rewards to Choctaw and other allies for Natchez scalps and captives. His initial policy of peace and cooperation rapidly gave way to war and enslavement. Louisiana’s Superior Council had already placed a bounty on Chickasaw scalps and slaves because of their increasingly pro-English position. During the winter of 172.2.-2.3, French soldiers and Indian allies attacked White Apple village with intentions of killing all men and enslaving their women and children for sale to the West Indies. Soldiers found the hostile village abandoned and burned it with assistance from the Tunicas. These destructive measures ran counter to official colonial policy but reflected changes in the colony’s economic and demographic conditions. Dependence on local Indians diminished as the importation of African slaves increased. With preparations in mind for establishing a company plantation and tobacco factory at Natchez, Jacques de La Chaise expressed “hope that with the aid of the Tunicas [Bienville] may be able to destroy the Natchez Indians, but he has gone there rather late for that.”39

Efforts to destroy hostile Natchez villages were hindered by a shortage of provisions, sickness among the troops, and the elusiveness of enemy warriors. Fearing that these fugitives would incessantly threaten the safety of French settlers and travelers, the council granted peace provided that the Page 25 →Natchez execute several named rebels and “that they bring in dead or alive a negro who has taken refuge among them for a long time and makes them seditious speeches against the French nation and who has followed them on occasions against our Indian allies.”40 The security of European colonists, surrounded by African slaves and various Indian nations, increasingly depended on their ability to divide and control racial majorities. Colonial officials escalated efforts to separate Indians from settlers and slaves and to generate conflict among Indian nations. On 18 September 1723 the Superior Council denied peace to the Chickasaws and declared “that the Choctaws be left free to continue the war against the Chickasaws since the losses that these two nations may inflict on both sides can only be advantageous to us.”41

The Natchez had managed to resist French cultural intrusion more than some other nations along the Mississippi River but now were confronting serious dilemmas. The chief of the neighboring Tunicas had early adopted French ways and imposed them on his people, even outlawing the eternal fire. He practiced Catholicism, wore French clothes, and hoarded French currency. Cultural perseverance among the Natchez, however, did not prevent political disruption. Accommodation and resistance to the French became antithetical approaches as colonial pressure mounted, widening the gap between pro-English and pro-French factions. At a deeper level the infiltration of unfamiliar European commodities, especially firearms and alcohol, into Natchez society threatened spiritual belief. Leaders like Tattooed Serpent had hoped to accommodate traditional life to the new relations with French colonists, but after 1723 the French-Natchez borderland rapidly deteriorated.42

Discontent over specific abuses and general influences of French colonization deepened among Natchez villagers. Warriors raided livestock on the concessions, hunting them like a new species of game and taunting their owners at the same time. Lieutenant Dumont at Fort Rosalie observed that the Natchez considered it “brave and valiant” to mangle or kill horses, cows, and pigs, detecting in their harassment of colonial property a sporting test of Indian manhood. Irritated by repeated incidents of costly pillage, French officials imposed penal taxes on Natchez villages by demanding payments in produce for damages. Natchez leaders, especially the older generation, resented not only the burdens imposed on the tribe’s economy by colonial demands but, moreover, the toll being taken on the people’s cultural autonomy by European goods. Shortly before his death in 1725, Tattooed Serpent complained to Le Page du Pratz how, before the French arrived, “Did we not live better than we do, seeing we deprive ourselves of a part of our com, Page 26 →our game, and fish, to give a part to them?” Pointing to the men’s reliance on guns and the women’s recourse to blankets, the war chief reminded him that earlier “we lived like men who can be satisfied with what they have; whereas at this day we are like slaves, who are not suffered to do as they please.”43

A rapid succession of three French commandants at Fort Rosalie after 1723 only exacerbated French relations with the Natchez. When Captain de Merveilleux finally received the position, he briefly restored confidence among inhabitants and amity with Indian villagers. But in 1728 Etienne Boucher de Perler, who replaced Bienville as governor two years earlier, appointed Sieur de Chepart to the commandant post at Natchez. De Chepart, already known as a drunkard and a brash person, immediately “tyrannized the people and abused his power,” as recalled by Lieutenant Dumont. When he removed a company of soldiers from the White Earth concession and thereby endangered its inhabitants, De Chepart was summoned before the Superior Council. The council found him guilty of “some acts of injustice,” but Governor Perler pardoned De Chepart and restored him to his command.44

De Chepart actually returned to Natchez with African slaves and ambitious plans to establish concessions there for both himself and Perler. In line with the tobacco designs of the Company of the Indies, De Chepart’s immediate interests imminently clashed with the concerns of the Natchez Indians. The deaths of Tattooed Serpent in 1725 and of his brother, the Great Sun, in 1718 strengthened the influence of anti-French leadership; the new grand chief was closely related to one of the White Apple chiefs whose skull went to the French in 1723. With intentions of building a plantation at the White Apple village, De Chepart insolently ordered its chief to relocate his people. Looking for time and discerning the commandant’s greed, the village council asked that their people “be allowed to stay in their village till barvest, and till they had time to dry their com, and shake out the grain; on condition each hut of the village should pay him in so many moons ... a basket of corn and a fowl.” De Chepart predictably accepted the proposition.45

The village chiefs and elders assembled to plan their revenge. With the French increasing the number of African slaves in their midst, some Natchez leaders dramatized their rhetoric with images of colonial slavery. “Before the French came amongst us,” exclaimed one elder, “we were men, content with what we had” and “we walked with boldness every road.” “But now,” he continued, “we go groping, afraid of meeting thorns, we walk like slaves, which we shall soon be, since the French already treat us as if we were such.” Warning that for the least fault the French would tie young Natchez people Page 27 →“and whip them as they do their black slaves,” the stirring orator asked, “Is not death preferable to slavery?” Within a week of deliberation the council settled on a plot to “cut off the French to a man, in one day and one hour” - that day and hour fixed by the French commandant for the payment of their tribute. Several warriors were to “carry him the com, as the beginning of their several payments, also carry with them their arms, as if going out to hunt: and that to every Frenchman in a French house, there shall be two or three Natchez; to ask to borrow arms and ammunition for a general hunting-match, on account of a great feast, and to promise to bring them meat; the report of the firing at the Commandant’s, to be the signal to fall at once upon, and kill the French: that when we shall be able to prevent those who may come from the old French village [New Orleans], by the great water [Mississippi] ever to settle here.”46

With all the villages consenting to this plan, the Natchez began their elaborate preparations for war. In each town the war chiefs erected two poles painted red and ornamented with red feathers, arrows, and tomahawks. Warriors enlisted by smearing their faces with various colors and declaring their desire to die for their nation. They then drank kettles of “war medicine,” an emetic made from boiled roots. The ceremony, as described by Father Le Petit, was “to swallow them with a single effort, and then to throw up immediately by the mouth, with efforts so violent that they can be heard at a great distance.” After they danced before the sacred temple, sang their death songs, and boasted of their previous war feats, warriors marched from the village in single file.47

Rumors of attack spread among settlers during the autumn months of 1729. But De Chepart confidently disregarded all warnings and, as reported by Diron d’Artaguette, even “put in irons seven colonists who had asked to assemble to forestall the disaster with which they were menaced.” One colonist wrote to Governor Perler requesting arms for his slaves, while the Natchez themselves recruited “several negroes, among others those of the White Earth at the head of whom were two foremen who gave the other negroes to understand that they would be free with the Indians.” On the morning of 28 November 1729, the Natchez implemented their plan with deliberate speed. They deceived De Chepart and his wards with generous quantities of tribute and friendly promises of meat and furs. A familiar pattern of frontier exchange now served to veil the Indians’ rebellious design. Within hours Natchez warriors killed 145 men, 36 women, and 56 children and captured nearly 300 Negro slaves in addition to some 50 white women and children.48

Page 28 →
Over the months of conflict that followed this Natchez attack, colonial authorities suppressed collaboration across the borderland between Indians and slaves with extreme force. Hoping to allay the fear stirred in the New Orleans area by news of an Indian massacre and to generate antagonism between Africans and Indians, Governor Perier dispatched a group of armed black slaves downriver from the capital on 5 December 172.9 to destroy the Chaouachas, a neighboring village of only thirty warriors. This expedition, according to his report, “kept the other little nations up the river in a respectful attitude.” Commending the slaves for their prompt and secret mission, the governor boasted, “If I had been willing to use our negro volunteers I should have destroyed all these little nations which are of no use to us, and which might on the contrary cause our negroes to revolt.” He did not further employ these black soldiers “for fear of rendering [them] ... too bold and of inclining them perhaps to revolt after the example of those who joined the Natchez.” Defying customary practices more than once during his troublesome governorship, Perier was criticized for his genocidal assessment of local Indians, who, in fact, were very useful to colonial Louisiana.49

As feared by slaveowners, many of the African-American slaves taken from the upriver concessions during the 28 November attack did serve as allies, more than as hostages, of the Natchez rebels. On 27 January 1730 five hundred Choctaws under Sieur Jean-Paul Le Scur besieged the Natchez, killing about one hundred warriors and recovering most of the white women and children and about a hundred slaves. But as later discovered by Perier, “this defeat would have been complete if it had not been for the negroes who prevented the Choctaws from carrying off the powder and who by their resistance had given the Natchez time to enter the two forts.” Three slaves “who had taken the most active part in behalf of the Natchez,” reported Father Le Petit, were given to the Choctaws and “burned alive with a degree of cruelty which has inspired all the Negroes with a new horror of the Savages, but which will have a beneficial effect in securing the safety of the Colony.” On 8 February the Choctaws were joined by two hundred troops from New Orleans, including fifteen blacks, and a protracted bombardment of the Natchez forts with cannons soon began. By 25 February the Natchez agreed to return the remaining hostages to the French, who promised to stop the siege. Within a few days the Natchez managed to slip by the French and cross the Mississippi. The colonial army pursued them into the Ouachita River basin.50

Under heavy criticism in France, Governor Perier attempted to avert responsibility for the Natchez revolt by magnifying it into a conspiracy with Page 29 →Chickasaws and Choctaws. Trepidation over Indian and slave conspiracies and suspicion of English interference fueled this belief among many Louisiana colonists, but officials both in the colony and at home recognized Perier’s ambitions for a plantation at Natchez and refuted his justification for negligence and repression. A second military campaign against the Natchez over the winter of 1730-31 did little toward reversing his disrepute. Numerous colonial troops and Indian allies trudged through the Black River wetlands with limited results. Some five hundred prisoners, mostly women and children, were captured when only one of three Natchez forts was seized. In what proved to be the waning months of its dominion in Louisiana, the Company of the Indies shipped these Natchez captives as slaves to the Caribbean. The question pronounced by one of their elders at the war council - “Is not death preferable to slavery?” - must have echoed through their minds during this painful exodus from their homeland.51

The Natchez chiefdom was destroyed, but survivors of the war contributed on some significant cultural borderlands to continuing native resistance in the South. Immediately after the war, Natchez refugees lived in small bands not far from their homeland. One group hid in the upcountry woods behind the Tunicas. Probably in retaliation for the Tunicas’ contribution to the French campaigns against the Natchez, these refugees attacked the Tunica village in June 1731, killing at least twenty men and capturing about eight women.52 Their vengeance might have been directed at an even more specific act, however. Sometime before this episode, Governor Perier had permitted Tunica warriors to torture a Natchez woman to death in New Orleans. She was slowly burned on a frame outside the government house in order to display French power over Indian rebels. But as recorded by one French officer, this tortured Natchez woman “seemed to deride the unskillfulness of her tormentors, insulting them, and threatening that her death would soon be avenged by her tribe.”53

For some time to come, embittered Natchez refugees waged guerrilla warfare against French traders and travelers along the banks of the Mississippi River. One group attacked the French fort at Natchitoches in October of 1731.54 The bases of Natchez resistance were located in remote lowlands along the Yazoo and Ouachita Rivers. From an elderly Natchez woman captured during the summer of 1733, Bienville learned that as many as two hundred warriors were still hiding out near their old territory. The largest group of Natchez survivors found refuge among the Chickasaws, forming their own village within an Indian nation firmly allied with the English. Together Page 30 →with the Chickasaws as well as in separate forays, Natchez warriors continued to antagonize French Louisiana.55 Another group of Natchez migrated into Upper Creek country, where at first their hosts apparently treated them as a subordinate people. In the early 1750s Philippe de Rigault de Vaudreuil was informed that some twenty or thirty Natchez at the Creek village of Abikudshis wished to retUrn to their people’s homeland. The governor of Louisiana seemed willing to permit these Natchez to move back to the Mississippi but reported that “they are not entirely free to do so because of the proximity of the Abihkas and Talapoosas, who are keeping them in slavery among thcm.”56

The Natchez actually secured for themselves a distinct identity within the Creek nation, occupying a separate village on Tallassechatchec Creek for a while and maintaining a sense of ethnic pride well into the nineteenth century. Born into this Natchez community in 1788, George Stiggins wrote a rare insider’s account of Creek culture and history sometime during the 1830s. His mother was a Natchez woman with the English name of Nancy Grey, and his father was a Virginia trader of English descent named Joseph Stiggins. Although George’s treatment of Creek history, particularly the Creek War of 1813-14, criticized native traditionalism, he offered some interesting information about Natchez resistance and survival. Stiggins reported that the Natchez language was still spoken throughout his lifetime and that he was entitled to inherit from his mother’s uncle the title of Natchez chief. George’s family had moved outside the Creek nation when he was young, so he abandoned traditional ways and never assumed that leadership role. Nevertheless, Stiggins recorded an important Natchez interpretation of their war against the French a century earlier. The Natchez had revolted against the French because “without a previous compact with the natives to insure their good will, they pitched on a site in the vicinity of the town, though much against the will of the Indians.” Also according to Natchez memory, they had successfully surprised the French because “as was expected, their lewd practices soon caused a relaxation of their vigilance and discipline.” Stiggins identified other groups of Natchez survivors among the Chickasaws and Cherokees but emphasized that “the greater part headed by the royal family made a compact of assimilation with the Abekas, or Creek tribes.” “This remnant of the Natchez tribe to this day,” Stiggins boasted, “are unfriendly to the French peoplc.”57

Among the other refugee groups mentioned by Stiggins were some Natchez who established a new borderland with Cherokee Indians. In 1736 a delegation of twenty-six Natchez successfully applied to the British for Page 31 →emigration to South Carolina. A Frenchman captured by the Cherokees was told by a group of Natchez in April 1742 that “they were going hunting among the Chicachas, to seek l 5 of their men who were still there; that on their return they were to have a village of 75 men.”58 By the 1750s these Natchez were inhabiting a distinct town within Cherokee territory, on the north bank of the Hiwassee River. Near the end of the nineteenth century, anthropologist James Mooney met some descendants of these refugees among Cherokees in both North Carolina and Oklahoma. A few still spoke the Natchez language. A Natchez identity also endured in the role that some played as dance leaders.59 During the late 1890s in Oklahoma, a group of Natchez revived their ceremonial ground and hosted all-night dances in the southwestern part of the Cherokee nation’s territory, where a rebellious political organization regularly met. In 1907 a Natchez man named Creek Sam was among the visionary leaders of a revitalization movement gripping many Cherokees during that nation’s latest ordeal - the transformation of Indian Territory into the state ofOklahoma.60

Like major Indian wars in other North American colonial regions - Powhatan’s War in Virginia, the Pequot War in New England, the Pueblo Revolt in New Mexico, and the Tuscarora and Yamassee Wars in Carolina - the Natchez War in Louisiana marked a significant breakdown on an Indian-colonial borderland. With mounting anxiety colonial officials warned their superiors about the need for more colonists and troops to overcome the province’s vulnerability to native demands. “The least little nation thinks itself our protector,” Perier reported in August 1730, “whereas if we had forces to sustain ourselves by our own efforts the greatest nations would respect us and would very carefully seek an alliance with us, which would be as honorable as it would be useful for them.”61 The obstinate governor’s appeal, however, had little chance of improving Louisiana’s capacity to dominate all Lower Mississippi Valley Indians. While Chickasaw and Creek enemies kept this fringe of the French empire unstable, the colony continued to depend heavily on trade and alliance with the powerful Choctaw nation.

Some Choctaws even expressed defiance against French authority by adopting, for at least a while, a ritual of rebellion improvised by the Natchez. Before Choctaw men launched their January 1730 attack against the Natchez on behalf of the French, they had apparently carried the calumet (peace pipe) into the village only to be received in what Father Le Petit called “a very novel manner.” The Natchez adorned themselves and their horses with priests’ garments and altar drapes, while drinking brandy from Page 32 →chalices and ciboria. When the Choctaws later acquired these items in their raid against the Natchez, they “renewed this profane sacrilege, by malting the same use of our ornaments and sacred vessels in their dances and sports.” Le Petit further complained that “we were never able to recover more than a small portion of them.”62

As a result of the Natchez War, a troubled Company of the Indies returned its monopoly over Louisiana to the French government. Louis XV reappointed Bienville, who had been away from the colony for seven years, as governor to replace the disreputable Périer. In the eyes of French officials the commercial potential of Louisiana took a backseat to its geopolitical function. But the turbulence at the end of the 1720s left people living in the Lower Mississippi Valley with a more enduring legacy. Although Indian trade continued to be economically and politically important to Louisiana, some Indian trade partners could suddenly be sacrificed for the sake of other interests. When the Natchez rebelled against encroachment by Louisiana’s most promising settlement, they became a nuisance to the colony. So their violence was met by a colonial retaliation amounting to near extermination, and the complex interplay of adaptation and resistance that had characterized this cultural borderland was long forgotten.




Page 33 →
Three A Population History of American Indians in the Eighteenth-Century Lower Mississippi Valley

Trade and military alliances, colonial policies and rivalries, and native strategies of resistance and accommodation influenced the lives of American Indians in important ways - as illustrated in the case of the Natchez Indians in French Louisiana. But there were more drastic changes, less conspicuous in the historical evidence, that profoundly affected the size and composition of the Lower Mississippi Valley’s Indian population. A calamitous decline among the region’s native inhabitants occurred with the arrival and growth of a colonial populace. The rapid depopulation of American Indians has finally come into its own as a subject for scholarly investigation. The unevenness and unreliability of documentary sources can no longer justify negligence of the information that does exist regarding demographic change in Indian societies.1 Some debates among historical demographers over the means and implications of studying this evidence have been fierce, signaling perhaps that the population history of American Indians is undergoing predictable growth pains.2

The following approach to the population history of American Indians focuses on a particular colonial region instead of on any single tribe or what anthropologists call a culture area. The objectives are to explain in a general way the wide range of changes in both size and location experienced by Indian societies during the colonial period and to create a framework for future analysis of cultural and socioeconomic change. A fuller understanding of the innumerable causes and consequences of the decline suffered by the Lower Mississippi Valley Indian population will take years of close-up biological and historical analysis.3 An overview of patterns and variations of population change, meanwhile, might help guide future research in this and other colonial regions. As this study will demonstrate, movement by Indian people was an important dimension of population change. Less tragic than death and decline, decisions made about when and where to migrate underscore the agency of American Indians in shaping their future.4
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From the beginnings of French colonization in 1699 to the end of the American Revolution in 1783, the two most significant demographic processes of Indian population change were epidemics caused by exposure to foreign viruses and migrations caused by the intrusion of colonial powers. Native peoples in the Southeast and other regions of North America had long relied on relocation and amalgamation as a means of adapting to sudden political, economic, or environmental challenges.5 The absorption of smaller groups by Natchez migrants exemplifies one form of this pattern. Epidemics that struck upon initial contact with Europeans caused the collapse of most chiefdoms and the consolidation of surviving people into new political formations.6 During the eighteenth century many Indian villages migrated into, within, and from the Lower Mississippi Valley, and one must be conscious of these movements in order to keep track of the numbers and identities of the region’s native inhabitants. While few Indian nations actually disappeared (although a cursory look at smaller areas might suggest otherwise), many changed their location and even combined with others into single towns.

Instead of a village-by-village or tribe-by-tribe account of demographic change, this study divides the region into five different population areas delineated by differential experiences in the eighteenth century.7 The tribes in the Gulf Coast Area experienced the earliest regular contact with Louisiana colonists at Biloxi and Mobile. The Inland Area includes the larger nations east of the Mississippi River who developed the most extensive trade and military involvement in the Lower Mississippi Valley, the Chickasaws mainly as foes and the Choctaws and Upper Creeks mainly as allies of French Louisiana. Throughout most of the eighteenth century, Indian tribes along the banks of the Mississippi below the mouth of the Red River, or the Lower River Area, had the most intimate contact with colonial settlements, especially the town of New Orleans. Between the Red and Arkansas Rivers, in what is here designated the Central River Area, another group of Indian nations found themselves at a crossroads of colonial expansion from literally all directions. The final subregion to be considered is the Red River Area, where the colony of Louisiana extended its influence up the Red River into the western interior of the Lower Mississippi Valley (see table 1).

Nearly every reference to Indian populations in the Lower Mississippi Valley estimated only the number of guerriers, or warriors, reflecting colonial authorities’ principle concern with how many men of fighting age belonged to each nation. A general populace-to-warrior ratio, therefore, must be used to reach total population figures. The application of such ratios is Page 35 →Page 36 →the most problematic step in computing the size of Indian villages and tribes. Family and household sizes naturally varied according to time and place. But since counts of both the number of warriors and of total inhabitants for the same group are so scarce, a general ratio must be applied to the entire region and period until further research discloses more specific information. Ratios from a very small sample of such sources, which provide numbers for warriors and populace together, indicate the presence of from three to four total inhabitants for each warrior in a village. The extremes of this range would produce widely different totals, a population in 1700 of 57,000 resulting from a 3:1 ratio and one of 76,000 from a 4:1 ratio. The most detailed census from the eighteenth century, that of 11,447 Choctaws in 1795, suggests that the midpoint in this range would serve as a representative and convenient populace-to-warrior ratio.8 The totals in the table, therefore, were reached by multiplying the most reliable estimate of warriors by a factor of 3.5. The chronic illnesses and epidemic diseases that plagued their villages after contact probably reduced the rate of birth and the size of families among Indians, and if so the ratio of 3.5 : I derived from the middle- to late-eighteenth-century sources will produce a conservative total population for the beginning of the century. Whether or not their families were larger in 1700 than in 1775, there is no question that Indian mortality rates loomed far above birth rates during the intervening years.


Table 1. Estimated American Indian Population of the Lower Mississippi Valley in the Eighteenth Century







	1700
	1725
	1750
	1775





	GULF COAST AREA (Biloxis, Pascagoulas, Moctobis, Capinas, Mobilians, Tohomés)
	3,500
	1,700
	900
	—



	Inland Area



	Choctaws
	17,500
	14,000
	12,600
	13,400



	Chickasaws
	7,000
	3,500
	2,000
	2,300



	Upper Creeks
	13,300
	7,000
	3,000
	9,200



	LOWER RIVER AREA (Ouachas, Chaouachas, Mongoulachas, Bayogoulas, Chitimachas, Atakapas, Opelousas, Houmas, Acolapissas)
	10,000
	3,000
	700
	1,200



	CENTRAL RIVER AREA (Quapaws, Taensas, Natchez, Upper and Lower Yazoos, Tunicas)
	11,500
	4,400
	1,900
	2,100



	RED RIVER AREA (Avoyelles, Natchitoches, Doustionis, Yatasis, Kadohadachos)
	4,200
	1,500
	1,000
	4,200



	Total Indian Population
	67,000
	35,000
	22,000
	32,200





	Note: Names in parentheses represent those groups occupying each area in 1700. Population figures were reached by deriving the most reliable estimates made by observers for each of the nations in an area, nearest the quarter-century year. In the few cases where actual figures are not available, the population size has been approximated through comparison with previous and subsequent estimates. Since most numbers in the records are of warriors, a factor of 3.5 was used to reach total population figures for each group. Tribal figures were then added into their respective area populations, excepting the large groups in the Inland Area, and total area population estimates were finally rounded to the nearest hundred. The blank under 1775 for the Gulf Coast Area indicates the migration of all Indian communities from this area by then.





Among the many epidemic diseases that decimated the native population of the Lower Mississippi Valley from more than sixty-six thousand people in 1700 to scarcely twenty-two thousand people by 1750, smallpox had the most extensive and fatal influence. Transmittable by an infected person or even by a piece of cloth, smallpox could spread rapidly from village to village following a single Indian’s exposure to the virus. As in cases from other colonial regions, the mobilization of military personnel and the transportation of people or products through a native population most frequently sparked the outbreak of smallpox epidemics.9 Within a week an infected person experienced fever, chills, and headaches. Boils subsequently erupted on the skin like large blisters and then festered into putrid sores, leaving recovered survivors with pockmarks on their bodies. European and African contact with this virus over preceding centuries had reduced its fatality among immune settlers and slaves, who nonetheless carried the disease to people never before exposed. Smallpox infection brought catastrophic rates of death to Indian populations, and the awesome and sudden mortality had immeasurably traumatic effects on community life. Those who lived through the second and third week of infection experienced a very slow recoveryPage 37 → from both the physical and psychological devastation of the illness. Surviving the infection, however, made a person immune to further contact with the virus, contributing to the gradual accumulation of a village’s general immunity in the course of periodic epidemics. A Choctaw woman who managed to survive her infection in the epidemic of 1731 would have lived through that of 1741, but she most probably would have lost her newborn child to the disease. Other infectious diseases, less documented for the eighteenth-century Lower Mississippi Valley but common killers of American Indians, included typhus, influenza, measles, yellow fever, dysentery, and cholera.10

Even before Iberville’s small fleet-the François, Badine and Marin reached the Gulf Coast in January 1699, the Indian populace in the Lower Mississippi Valley had already been drastically reduced by smallpox. The presence of European infectious diseases among the region’s native inhabitants dates back to the coastal reconnaissance and interior expeditions carried out by Spanish explorers in the sixteenth century and helps explain the disappearance of the populous and centralized chiefdoms encountered by Hernando de Soto in 1540.11 Comparative demographic data from other postcontact regions in the Western Hemisphere suggest that by 1681, when La Salle traveled down the Mississippi River to its mouth, the population of the valley had already been cut in half. During the last quarter of the seventeenth century, the growing interest of Europeans in this region set off a new wave of decimation among its Indian societies.

By the time the French built their first post on Biloxi Bay in the spring of 1699, the Indian villages in the vicinity of the Gulf Coast were already familiar with the demographic effects of European expansion. Slave raids supported by Carolina traders had reduced their numbers by warfare, captivity, and sickness. The establishment of a Spanish garrison at Pensacola Bay only a few months before the French arrived exposed these people to an even closer source of new infectious diseases. By 1699 there were six groups of Indians living within a few days’ reach of the earliest French settlement. The Biloxis, Pascagoulas, Moctobis, and Capinas occupied separate villages on small bluffs overlooking the Pascagoula River, situated near enough to the coast to take advantage of its rich fishing resources but far enough to be protected from spring floods and autumn hurricanes. To the east of Biloxi Bay, clusters of Mobilian and Tohome villages enjoyed similar positions along the Mobile River.

In considering early approximations of this and all other native populationPage 38 → groups, we must keep in mind the fact that Europeans were trying to count people whose decimation their very presence was causing. Traveling up the Pascagoula River in April 1700 and up the Mobile two years later, Iberville noticed several deserted villages and found signs of epidemic sickness within the villages still occupied.12 Recalling these early years of contact later in his career, Bienville reported that the Tohomes “Have been almost annihilated by the plague that a vessel of the King brought to us in 1704.” This particular “plague” was probably yellow fever carried by the Pelican from its stopover at Havana, where that disease was then rampant.13

Estimates made during early reconnaissance and in later accounts indicate that the Gulf wast villages numbered about thirty-five hundred men, women, and children in 1700. On 29 April of that year Iberville visited the “Pascoboula,” a village of “some twenty families.” Bernard de La Harpe estimated that the Pascagoulas, Biloxis, and Moctobis altogether “numbered about 130 warriors.” Bienville recalled having seen two hundred men among the Pascagoulas and Capinas but provided no estimates for the other villages.14 Indian communities along the Mobile River were visited during the summer of 1700 by Charles Levasseur, who figured that about five hundred men, women, and children lived in five Mobilian villages and that another three hundred people comprised the neighboring Tohomes. Together these same two tribes received estimates of six hundred men by Iberville and of “more than seven hundred men” by Bernard de La Harpe.15 Given this mixed series of figures and the decimation going on at the beginning of the century, a total approximation of one thousand men seems appropriate for the Gulf Coast Area in 1700.

Over the next twenty years other causes of population change were added to epidemics among Indians around Mobile. English raids against native towns in Spanish Florida drove Apalache and Chahto refugees into the French colony. Numbering about four hundred and two hundred persons, respectively, the Apalaches and Chahtos established two new villages on Mobile Bay by 1704. The already diminishing Mobilians suffered a severe blow in 1709 when a large force of Alibamon warriors burned their village and captured some thirty women and children.16 Warfare along the lower Mississippi River during these years caused the survivors of the Taensa nation and a group of Chaouachas to migrate to Mobile Bay. By 1725 there were nine Indian villages in the Gulf wast Area: Biloxi and Pascagoula-Capina along the Pascagoula River and Mobilian, Grand Tohome, Petit Tohome, Apalache, Chahto, Petit Taensa, and Chaouacha situated around Mobile Bay and the Mobile River. Altogether these communities included Page 39 →approximately 480 warriors or a total population of seventeen hundred people.17

Throughout the French period these villagers maintained close relations with colonial settlers and slaves, often at great risk to their health. They regularly provisioned Mobile and Biloxi with venison, corn, and other necessities without which these posts could not have been constructed and garrisoned. A number of Canadians settled around the thirty or so cabins of the Pascagoula village, and according to one observer “they live together like brethren.”18 Interaction increased as the men from these Indian villages performed such wage-earning services as rowing pirogues, carrying trade merchandise, and delivering messages between posts.19 Having been converted to Catholicism by the Franciscans in Florida, the Apalaches insisted that a priest live in their town. The Indians of this Gulf Coast Area, in fact, became the only native group in the entire colonial region to adopt Christianity collectively before the end of the French period.20 By the middle of the eighteenth century, smallpox and other viruses contracted during their varied involvement in colonial life reduced this populace to only 250 men. Finally, when Great Britain assumed control over the Gulf Coast in 1763, most of these people decided to abandon the area and move to the banks of the Mississippi River. The few families that remained eventually intermarried with both white and black settlers, leaving this part of the Lower Mississippi Valley virtually vacant of its native inhabitants. Itinerant camps of Choctaw people, however, would frequent Mobile for trade and work well into the nineteenth century.21

The larger tribes living upriver from the coastal villages experienced a somewhat different population history between the beginning of foreign settlement and the end of the American Revolution. Their deeper political entanglement in intercolonial conflict caused the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Upper Creeks to lose a larger percentage of their people to warfare, especially during the early years of colonization. With the development of trade relations and military alliances during the first decade of the eighteenth century, disease and alcohol began to spread throughout their villages. Because of the pivotal role of these tribes in European competition for the Southeast, colonial authorities took a particular interest in the changing size of their populations.

At the first major council held with Choctaw and Chickasaw leaders in 1702., Iberville asked them to count the men of their nations “family by family.” The delegates from the Chickasaws reported that their eighteen villages Page 40 →included 588 cabins, and the Choctaws named thirty-eight villages with 1,146 cabins. Told that three to four men lived in each cabin, the French derived population estimates of two thousand warriors among the Chickasaws and five thousand warriors among the Choctaws.22 Negotiations at this meeting also revealed that in the course of ten years of warfare, stirred by slave dealers from Carolina who had already armed at least seven hundred Chickasaws with muskets, more than eighteen hundred Choctaws had been killed. Another five hundred Choctaws were taken captive, while the Chickasaws themselves lost “more than 800 men, slain on various war parties.”23 The estimated total populations of 7,000 Chickasaws and 17,500 Choctaws at the beginning of the eighteenth century, therefore, were considerably smaller than those in 1670, before the permanent intrusion of foreign microbes and munitions began its spiraling effect.

The Alibamons, Tallapoosas, and Abehkas, those tribes living up the Alabama River and its tributaries who became known as the Upper Creeks, numbered approximately thirteen thousand people during the first few years of the eighteenth century. An Alibamon informant from the town of “Maugoulacho” named thirty-six villages along the Coosa, Tallapoosa, and Alabama Rivers for Charles Levasseur in 1700. In 1701 Iberville estimated that four hundred families comprised the Alibamons alone.24 Twenty-five years later Bienville reported that the population of the Alibamons included “Four villages in which there are still certainly three hundred men very brave and very devoted to the French.” Located just east of these people, the Tallapoosas had six hundred “very warlike and very good hunters, divided into six villages which cover ten leagues of country.” The Abehkas lived in a cluster of eleven villages along the Coosa River and numbered one thousand men “more skillful in hunting than in war.” All three of these nations had lost an undetermined number of people during the years preceding Bienville’s 1726 report, which unfortunately offers no estimate of their earlier populations. His calculation of nineteen hundred warriors for 1726 along with earlier references to the Alibamons, however, indicate that altogether the Upper Creek villages contained more than two thousand warriors at the time of French contact. Given an average rate of 50 percent decline among other Indian populations in the region over the first quarter of the eighteenth century, a figure of 3,800 warriors, or 13,300 persons, has been applied to the Upper Creeks for the year 1700.25

Bienville’s assertion that the Choctaws numbered eight thousand warriors seems to be the most questionable estimate in his memoir of 1726. Possibly an attempt to inflate on paper the size of France’s most important militaryPage 41 → ally in the region, this figure lacks support from contemporaneous accounts. General knowledge among officials as well as actual censuses taken in 1730 and 1732 suggest a warrior population of four thousand among the Choctaws around 1725 .26 On the other hand, Bienville’s approximation of eight hundred warriors for the Chickasaws, firm allies of the British by then, may have underestimated their strength. By 1725 the Chickasaw nation had probably been reduced by half, as had most tribes on both sides of the Mississippi, to approximately one thousand warriors.

Maps and censuses made by both French and English observers provide us with much more precise information about the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Upper Creeks during and after the 1730s. The Natchez War and the continuous Choctaw raids against Chickasaw towns took a heavy toll on the Chickasaw population, even forcing groups of people to migrate out of the region to the Savannah River.27The Choctaws very noticeably suffered epidemics of smallpox and measles over the second quarter of the eighteenth century. In 1730 Father Mathurin Le Petit reported that “every year disease diminishes this Nation, which is now reduced to three or four thousand warriors.”28 Many Choctaws were killed in a divisive revolt against the French between 1746 and 1750.

Epidemic disease often struck inland Indian nations following the arrival of trade parties or diplomatic missions at their villages. This correlation was neither unnoticed by tribal leaders nor unused by colonial rivals. When a Choctaw from the town of Yellow Canes reported to Regis du Roullet on 4 January 1731 that “there were many sick and dead in the nation,” the French officer “showed him that that came from nothing else than the medicine that the English put into their limbourg cloth, and he agreed to it.” By February word was spreading among the Choctaws that “the sickness which was current in the nation came from a medicine that the English made with sugar cane and put in the limbourg that they had sent to trade by way of the Chickasaws for the purpose of making all the Choctaws die.”29 The Alibamons and other Upper Creek villagers undoubtedly experienced similar hardships, as both the French and English competed for their allegiance. Sometime after 1735 an anonymous Frenchman compiled a village-by-village count of these interior tribes and produced the following numbers: 3,610 warriors in forty-five Choctaw villages, 560 warriors in eleven Chickasaw villages, 475 warriors in fifteen Tallapoosa villages, 230 warriors in six Abehka villages, and 16o warriors in six Alibamon villages.30

Within fifty years of interaction with French and English traders, the total population of the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Upper Creeks declined Page 42 →from nearly forty thousand people in 1700 to less than twenty-five thousand by 1750. The impact of smallpox became less devastating with time, due to the immunity among survivors from prior epidemics, but other sources of sickness and disruption increasingly encroached upon village life. Shortages of food occurred more frequently, especially among the Chickasaws whose fields were repeatedly the object of a scorched-earth policy devised by colonial officials and implemented by Choctaw warriors.31 The deerskin trade and, especially in the case of the Choctaws and Chickasaws, warfare took more and more men away from food-producing activities and made villages increasingly dependent on women’s labor in the cornfields. Sometimes Choctaw spokesmen requested the French to either postpone or hurry military expeditions so that their crops could be planted at the proper time. When Regis du Roullet requested military assistance from the village of Boukfouka in May 1732, the men “begged me please to ask for people from the neighboring villages, since they could not furnish me all I needed on account of their planting.”32

Growing alcohol consumption threatened Indian communities with even greater illness and poverty. English naturalist and cartographer Bernard Romans witnessed a scene in Choctaw country during 1771 that dramatized the effects of “spiritous liquor” upon village life. It also illustrates one resourceful way that Indian women tried to regulate this perilous commodity:

They are extravagant in their debauches; when met for a drinking match some women attend them, when these find the men beginning to be heated with liquor they will take away all the weapons found near them and return with a calabash under their wrappers, then mixing with them, the men offer them their bottles, they take a draught and when not observed they empty into bottles brought for that purpose, and thus they will accumulate two or three bottles full, and with the help of a little water, still make them more; after a while rum fails among the men, and the women acquaint them, that they have got some; they are told to fetch it; they refuse, saying it cost them much and they cannot give it for nothing; a bargain ensues, they receive the consideration first, and then bring it; in this way of trade they will often get all the effects the men can command for such a delicate nectar.33

The responses of Indian leaders to the rising consumption of alcohol within their villages ranged from the unhealthy addiction of some to the militant protest of others. Operating at a disadvantage in their competition with English commerce, because of a chronic shortage and an inferior quality in merchandise, Louisiana officials grappled with their reliance on alcohol as a trade commodity. On the death in 1737 of an Alibamon chief, “who Page 43 →thought himself stronger than the drink which killed him,” the other chiefs of that tribe implored the commandant at Fort Toulouse not to deprive them of brandy “since they never drank [it] before night for fear of the sun’s rays, to which they attribute his death.” Referring to the Alibamons, Tallapoosas, and Abehkas in 1750, Governor Vaudreuil reported to Minister Rouille, “it is regrettable that some of them are perishing every day because of the illness that is caused them by the trade in liquor, which cannot be suppressed because of the want of merchandise of the qualities [that we have] long asked for without being able to obtain them.”34

After Great Britain assumed jurisdiction over the area in 1763, pressures to expand Indian production of deerskins continued to obstruct efforts made by both Indian and colonial leaders to reduce the flow of alcohol into interior villages. Aggressive trading by Englishmen made regulation increasingly difficult in the new province of West Florida. Among his many complaints voiced to the colonial government during the 1770s, Mingo Emmitta of the Choctaw town of Bouktouchoulouchito requested that “the Traders be allowed to Carry no more than a Small Quantity Sufficient to procure some Provisions and pay for the building Stores or Houses.” He went on to describe vividly the effects of alcohol on his people: “When the Clattering of the Packhorse Bells are heard at a Distance our Town is Immediately deserted young and old run out to meet them Joyfully crying Rum Rum; they get Drunk, Distraction Mischief Confusion and Disorder are Consequences and this the Ruin of our Nation.”35

Despite a high mortality rate and a myriad of new health hazards, the population of these interior tribes began to stabilize by the last quarter of the eighteenth century. A decline in warfare between the Choctaws and Chickasaws, the migration of a few hundred Shawnees into Upper Creek country, and a stronger immunity to smallpox all contributed to a slowdown in depopulation and eventually to a phase of population growth. According to a French census, 2,625 warriors inhabited thirty-nine different Upper Creek towns in 1764.36 The Choctaws and Chickasaws, whose number had fallen below four thousand and five hundred warriors, respectively, also began to increase in popularion.37 During the winter of 1764-65 all three groups of Indians suffered another smallpox epidemic.38 But by 1780, according to a report compiled by cartographer Joseph Purcell, the Choctaw nation numbered 13,423 people and the Chickasaw nation 2,290 people. Of his total figure of 17,280 Creeks in general, the Alibamons, Tallapoosas, and Abehkas, as indicated by the earlier census of 1764, probably accounted for more than nine thousand people.39

Page 44 →
The Indian tribes settled along the Mississippi River between the Gulf of Mexico and the lower Arkansas River experienced the worst rate of decimation in the entire colonial region. A population of over twenty thousand people in 1700, already reduced from a much larger number during the late seventeenth century, declined to fewer than three thousand people by 1750. The French war against the Natchez in 1730-31 destroyed this area’s largest and most centralized nation. Villagers of the smaller tribes who managed to survive the wars and epidemics became known as the petites nations. Like the “praying towns” in New England, “tributary tribes” around the Chesapeake Bay, and “reductions” in Spanish Florida, these people lived in close contact with the colonial populace but maintained separate cultural and political identities throughout the eighteenth century.

Below the mouth of the Red River, in the Lower River Area, reconnaissance by the French identified nine different tribal groups in 1699-1700. The Ouachas and Chaouachas inhabited the southernmost banks of the Mississippi, maintaining their villages on the natural levees formed by sediment deposited during annual flooding. Early colonial observers noticed the exceptional mobility of these people, who numbered an estimated 250 men.40 These delta inhabitants followed a productive round of seasonal activities in pursuit of a diversity of wetlands resources. Abundant fishes were trapped in backwater lakes after the spring floods receded. Summer com was planted in small fields situated on narrow levees along the bayous. During the fall months, nuts and berries were harvested in hardwood forests located on scattered spots of higher ground. Deer and bear were hunted throughout the lowland forest into the winter.

Upriver from the Ouachas and Chaouachas, the Mongoulachas and Bayogoulas also lived by hunting and fishing across a widespread area. But at the beginning of the eighteenth century they occupied a single village above the mouth of Bayou Lafourche on the west bank of the Mississippi. Numbering about 250 men, or a total population of nearly a thousand residents, the town of Bayogoula-Mongoulacha included a number of refugees from villages already destroyed by foreign viruses or warfare.41 The Quinipissas had inhabited their own village in the vicinity of present-day New Orleans, a “fairly good” stretch of land along the Mississippi, according to Iberville on 18 January 1700, “part of it being a country of canes and fine woods, suitable to live in.” Virulent disease, however, had already killed most of these people and forced the survivors to seek refuge among the Bayogoulas, who had also taken in the Mongoulachas.42

This pattern of village consolidation and intertribal assimilation, althoughPage 45 → contributing to the spread of infection, was a rational response to the disruption of life being caused by epidemics and wars. As early as 15 March 1699, when he first visited the Bayogoulas, Iberville reported that “smallpox, which they still had in the village, had killed one-fourth of the people.” All around this town, which consisted of 107 cabins, two temples, and a large square, stood platforms covered with the bodies of their dead.43 Arriving at Bayogoula a year later to establish a short-lived mission, Father Paul Du Ru observed that these villagers seemed unwilling to hunt, fish, and plant. The lingering physical and psychological effects of smallpox upon people who narrowly escaped death were arrogantly judged by the Jesuit priest as “the dominant preference of these tribes for indolence.” The inhabitants of Bayogoula-Mongoulacha, however, did not neglect their guest and even managed to entertain him with dances and games. Inside the town’s two dome-shaped temples, Du Ru saw “many rows of packages piled one on the other” containing the bones of dead chiefs “carefully wrapped in palm mats.”44

Located behind Bayogoula-Mongoulacha along the Atchafalaya basin were the Chirimachas. In 1706 a decade-long conflict with the French began when a missionary was killed by a band of Chitimachas. Bienville later remembered that “they had more than six hundred men when I had war declared on them by all nations that were allied with us.” Many Chitimachas died in combat during the early eighteenth century. Many more, especially women and children, were captured and sold as slaves.45 The Atalcapas and Opelousas, who lived farther westward between the Atchafalaya and Sabine Rivers, remained largely unknown to the French until the 1720s and were simply considered nomadic allies of the Chitimachas.46 Their population in 1715, according to Bienville, included 130 Opelousa warriors and 200 Atakapa warriors. These inhabitants of the rich prairies and wetlands of southwestern Louisiana must have numbered at least twice as many men at the beginning of the century, so a combined warrior population of one thousand is roughly estimated as their size in 1700.47

The Houmas and Acolapissas occupied the territory between the Mississippi River and the Pearl River, now known as the Florida parishes of Louisiana. Shortly before the arrival of the French on the Gulf Coast, the Acolapissa villages on the Pearl River had been destroyed and at least fifty of their residents captured by a force of Chickasaw warriors, who according to Du Ru “had two Englishmen at their head.” Numbering about three hundred warriors in 1700, the Acolapissa refugees along with some surviving Tangipahoas established two villages just above Lake Pontchartrain. “LivingPage 46 → in cabins made of bark until they erect their dwellings,” these displaced and disease-struck people were struggling to “raise enough Indian corn to maintain life” but seemed to lack “enough spirit” to kill the very animals that ate their crops for food.48

When Iberville first visited the Houmas in March 1699, they inhabited a village on the cast-bank bluff overlooking the large bend in the Mississippi just below its junction with the Red River. Then numbering about 3 50 men the town was struck during the following winter by what the French called “la maladic du flux de ventre,” or diarrhea, which “had killed more than half the people.” This particular epidemic, probably either dysentery or cholera, killed the chief of the Houmas and caused the women, heard by Paul Du Ru, to “bewail their dead day and night.”49

During the first quarter of the eighteenth century, the native population in this Lower River Area went through a series of changes in both size and composition. The in-migration of the Tacnsas and the Tunicas, driven south from the Central River Area by Chickasaw raids, set off costly intertribal conflicts throughout the first decade of the century. The Tacnsas quickly moved away, most of them migrating to Mobile Bay, but the Tunicas settled permanently at the village of the Houmas, from which the latter people fled and moved downriver. The Natchitoches from the Red River Area relocated themselves among the Acolapissas for a while, clashed with their hosts, and returned to their home village sometime around 171250 so By the 1720s the Indians of this volatile area had reorganized their lives around the colonial population, which began to spread along the lower banks of the Mississippi. The overall Indian population of what is known today as south Louisiana in 1715 consisted of some 830 warriors or an estimated 3,coo men, women, and children, only a fraction of its seventeenth-century size but not yet outnumbered by settlers and slaves within that part of the colonial region.51

The villages of Chaouacha, Bayogoula, Houma, Acolapissa, Chitimacha, and Tunica-the names ofonce larger tribes-were all situated within a hundred-mile radius of New Orleans and participated heavily in the evolving colonial economy. As early as 172.2. the chief of Tunica looked like a colonial entrepreneur to Father Pierre Charlevoix, who observed that this Indian had already acquired “fashion” and “the art of laying up money” from the French in the course of”supplying them with horses and poultry.”52 Acolapissa hunters became regular suppliers of fresh meat to New Orleans, while the Houmas raised abundant surpluses of com at their new location below Bayou Lafourche for the city’s early grain market. Charlevoix was welcomed Page 47 →at the Acolapissa village, situated by 1722 on the east bank of the Mississippi about thirty miles above New Orleans, with music played by a drummer “dressed in a long fantastical parti coloured robe.” Inquiring into the origin of this custom, he “was informed that it was not very ancient; that a governor of Louisiana had made a present of this drum to these Indians, who have always been our faithfull allies; and that this sort of beadle’s coat, was of their own invention.”53 Charlevoix called the Acolapissas’ village “the finest in all Louisiana,” but they and all of the petites nations continued to decline in population as European colonists established farms at the abandoned village sites of their ancestors. Counting as few as 210 men in 1758, Governor Kerlerec suggested that the villages along the lower Mississippi River were “greatly reduced by the quantity of drink that has been traded to them” and reported on the disappearance of the Acolapissas, Bayogoulas, Chaouachas, and Ouachas, “which the proximity of the French and the trade in drink have likewise destroyed.” The destruction of the village of Chaouachas ordered by an earlier French governor in December 1729, as seen in the preceding chapter, also had something to do with the virtual disappearance of Indians downriver from New Orleans by midcentury.54

The diminishing Indian population below the Red River, however, was revived during the mid-176os when villagers from the Gulf Coast Area moved to the banks of the lower Mississippi River. After Great Britain occupied West Florida, the Apalaches, Biloxis, Pascagoulas, Chahtos, Mobilians, and Taensas abandoned their old villages around Mobile in order to resettle themselves on French territory. Also joining this exodus were some Alibamons and Koasatis who departed the Alabama River for Louisiana.55 But as these Indian migrants and their new white and black neighbors suddenly learned, the island of New Orleans and the west bank of the river actually belonged to Spain. Now English and Spanish officials vied for the loyalty of both old and new Indian communities along the lower Mississippi River, still serving as food provisioners and military auxiliaries for the colonies. In the early 1770s there were at least eight Indian communities interspersed among colonial plantations and farms between New Orleans and the mouth of the Red River. Together with the Atakapas and Opelousas, who still inhabited the interior of southwestern Louisiana but interacted regularly with the river settlements, the Indian population along the lower Mississippi in 1775 included 331 men or an estimated total of 1,200 people.56 From this area the Biloxis, Pascagoulas, and Chahtos migrated northwestward and concentrated around the Rapides trading post by the early 1780s, while Houmas and Chitimachas eventually shifted their villages in a southwestwardPage 48 → direction toward Bayous Lafourche and Teche. This small but heterogeneous group of people became the nucleus of the state of Louisiana’s present-day Indian population.57

The area along the Mississippi River between the mouth of the Red River and the lower valley of the Arkansas River underwent an extremely long and severe process of depopulation which, as in other parts of the Lower Mississippi Valley, actually began during the 168os. The southward extension of Canadian trade led by La Salle and Henri de Tonti coincided with the penetration of the southern interior by Carolina traders. The Quapaws, situated at a critical nexus of various Indian trade routes, were especially vulnerable to the transmission of European diseases.58 In 1686 Tonti established his own private post near the mouth of the Arkansas River, pulling nearby Quapaw villagers, called the Arkansas by their northern neighbors, temporarily into the Great Lakes sphere of trade and disease. During the last decade of the seventeenth century, Shawnee trade parties acted as intermediaries between the English and Quapaws, carrying contagious microbes as well as merchandise from the Atlantic coast into the central Mississippi Valley. In 1700 Tonti estimated that since his earliest visit in 1681 the Quapaw Indians had lost twelve hundred men “by disease and war” and now numbered only three hundred men.59

The Taensas inhabited about eight different villages around Lake St. Joseph, located some xso miles down the west bank of the Mississippi from the Quapaws. Hostile toward their northern neighbors since the 1680s, the Taensas resembled the more southerly Natchez and Tunicas in their political organization. According to early French observers, each of these tribes was governed by a chief who possessed absolute power over his people. In the wake of unprecedented sickness and death, lightning struck the sacred temple of the Taensas in March 1700. Interpreting this calamity as the ultimate sign of their great spirit’s anger, the temple guardian ordered several women to offer their youngest children into the burning remnants of the building in order to appease him.60 By that time the Taensas still numbered more than four hundred warriors and had been joined by some Ouachitas, refugees from a rapidly diminishing tribe on the Ouachita River (near present-day Monroe, Louisiana).61

Downriver from the Taensas, the Natchez Indians inhabited a large pincforested bluff on the east bank of the Mississippi. Following La Salle’s initial encounter in 1681, the densely populated Natchez villages suffered heavily from the spread of disease. By the time the Le Moyne brothers launched the Page 49 →French colony of Louisiana, traders and missionaries were making frequent visits to Natchez country. In 1700 large numbers of Indians flocked to the French camp along the river which, according to Father Du Ru, “looks like one of our ports in France, or like a Dutch fair.62 Such large-scale contact with outsiders and passersby exposed the Natchez and other tribes up and down the Mississippi River to an even greater degree of epidemic destruction than the inhabitants of the southeastern interior. Bienville approximated their number in 1699 at twelve hundred men, but on 4 March 1700 Tonti reported to his brother that the Natchez nation “counts 8 to 900 men.” Of the fifteen hundred warriors estimated by Tonti back in 1686, it seems that approximately a thousand still inhabited the nine or ten villages comprising the Natchez tribe at the beginning of the eighteenth century. This population included some Tioux and Grigra Indians, who in keeping with the Natchez pattern of assimilating neighboring groups had recently left their backcountry villages to join the highly centralized tribe along the Mississippi River.63

In the fertile delta of the Yazoo River, which enters the Mississippi from the east above Natchez, at least seven different groups encountered the French in 1700. The people living on the upper Yazoo - Chachiumas, lbitoupas, and Taposas- and those of the lower Yazoo- Yazoos, Ofogoulas, and Koroas - numbered at least a thousand warriors or about thirty-five hundred villagers altogether. The Tunicas, occupying villages on the Big Black River just below these Yazoo tribes, totaled about another two thousand pcople.64 Like the Natchez, Tunicas received a great deal of attention from both French missionaries and English slave dealers at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Intense contact made Tunica villagers extremely vulnerable to foreign disease; Father La Source noted in 1700 that “sickness was among them when we arrived there” and that “they were dying in great numbers.”65

From 1700 to 1730 village life in the Mississippi Valley between the mouths of the Red and Arkansas Rivers changed drastically. Chickasaw war parties drove the Taensas and Tunicas downriver and, along with disease, attenuated the population of other tribes. On 2. December 1721 Father Charlevoix found the Quapaw village of Ouyapes “in the greatest desolation.” From a passing Frenchman infected with smallpox, the entire town was immobilized by the disease. All night in his tent, the priest “heard nothing but weeping, in which the men joined as well as the women, incessantly repeating the word nihahani.” Reduced to only “about twelve hundred souls” by 1727, according to one missionary, the Quapaws congregated into three viilagesPage 50 → near the French post. The Quapaw village of Sotouris, where soldiers and travelers regularly purchased corn, contained forty-one cabins and 330 inhabitants. It stood on a bluff thirty feet high when the Arkansas River was low and three feet high when it rose during the spring.66

American Indians along the Yazoo River likewise consolidated into fewer towns as their population plummeted over these years. This strategy of adaptation and survival, however, faced a countervailing French policy of disruption and dispersal. Fear of English influence in the area and conflict with the Natchez led Louisiana officials to drive violent wedges between Indian groups in the Central River Area. By 1725 Yazoo valley tribes were united into only two villages. The lbitoupas, Taposas, and Chachiumas lived in a single town called Chachiuma, which now numbered about two hundred warriors. The town of Yazoo included Ofogoulas, Koroas, and Yazoos and counted only 12.0 warriors.67 But with the outbreak of the Natchez War, Ofogoula allies of the French joined the Tunicas, while the Yazoos and Koroas - allies of the Natchez - were scattered and reduced to fewer than forty men. In June 1731 the Tunicas suffered a blow when some Natchez fugitives seeking refuge suddenly attacked their hosts, killing at least twenty men and capruring some eight women. The Natchez themselves had declined to six hundred warriors before their revolt and, as we have already seen, were nearly extinguished by combined French and Indian forces during the early 1730s.68

By midcentury the total Indian population in the Central River Area numbered fewer than two thousand men, women, and children - most of them Quapaws.69 Suspected of favoring English alliance and trade, the Chachiumas were attacked in 1736 by a force of French troops and Tunica warriors. The latter were coerced into this action by Governor Bienville’s demands that they demonstrate their allegiance to the French. The Chachiumas lost twelve warriors killed and an equal number of women and children captured during the assault.70 Some Chachiumas were later adopted into a rebel Choctaw village and played a prominent role in the civil war against pro-French forces during the 1740s. But they were virtually eliminated when that town, Nushkobo, was completely destroyed in the Choctaw Revolt. Meanwhile, a small group of Ofogoulas, refugees of the earlier Natchez War, had moved just outside the French fort at Natchez, providing it with game and defense against marauding Chickasaws. On 5 November 1748 Governor Vaudreuil mentioned “eight or ten Ofogoulas who have their homes there,” those numbers probably referring to men.71

After 1762 English migrants to West Florida began to settle the eastern Page 51 →bank of the Mississippi at Natchez and other points between the mouths of the Red and Yazoo Rivers. As will be seen in chapter 5, Choctaw and Chickasaw hunting parties began to cross the Mississippi in order to hunt in the Ouachita basin during this same period of rime. The indigenous Indian population of the Central River Area, meanwhile, continued to decline. The Quapaws still lived along the lower Arkansas River, near the now Spanish garrison, and remained the largest group in this once heavily populated section of the Lower Mississippi Valley. As reported by Philip Pittman in 1770, “they are divided into three villages, over each of which presides a chief, and a great chief over all: they amount in all to about six hundred warriors.”72

The population history of the Red River Area, which fanned out in a northwestward direction from that river’s junction with the Mississippi, involved four distinct phases of change between the 1680s and 1780s. The ill-fated landing of La Salle’s colony on the Texas coast in 1685 and the subsequent extension of New Spain’s mission network toward the Red River set off a deadly epidemic that spread throughout the area. By the end of the 1690s an estimated three thousand Indians had died in the course of this initial phase of depopulation. With colonization of the Red River well underway by 172.0, the remaining Caddo villages concentrated around either the settlement of French Natchitoches or the bend upriver. Caddos and their downriver neighbors, the Avoyelles, became important participants in the frontier exchange economy of colonial Louisiana, trading buffalo robes, deerskins, and even livestock for European merchandise. This second phase of population change, characterized by steady decline, ended during the 1750s when large bands of Wichitas migrated into the periphery of this area and initiated a third phase - one of native population growth. The fourth phase began during 1777-78 when a massive smallpox epidemic struck the Caddos and Wichitas, repeating another process of sudden depopulation.

Located near the Red River’s junction with the Mississippi, the Avoyelles were more closely related to the Natchez and Tunicas than to the Caddos upriver. In 1700 they numbered more than two hundred warriors. Traveling up the Red River from the Avoyelle villages, one encountered the first of three confederacies that constituted the Caddo people. The villages of Natchitoches, Doustionis, and Yatasis comprised the Natchitoches confederacy. These villagers scattered their cabins along the banks of the Red River, which flooded their fields before each planting season. Annual flooding also drove deer and other wildlife into easily hunted herds on adjacent oak- and pine-forested hills. Bienville visited the Natchitoches in 1700 and Page 52 →later estimated that this duster of Caddo villages included at least four hundred men altogether. Villages of the Kadohadacho confederacy were situated at the bend of the Red River and, according to Bienville, “had five or six hundred men” at the beginning of the eighteenth century.73 The third Caddo confederacy was the Hasinai. Hasinai villages were located around the upper Sabine, Neches, and Angelina Rivers. A Canadian voyageur who had already spent several years among these people reported in 1699 “that they do not exceed six hundred or seven hundred men.”74

In tracing changes in the native population of the Red River Area, it is necessary to exclude the large Hasinai populace from calculations of Caddo numbers. Hasinai villages were more strongly influenced by Spanish missionary efforts in Texas than by French advances from Louisiana, although many Hasinai people managed to trade frequently within the frontier exchange economy of the Lower Mississippi Valley.75 In 1700, therefore, approximately twelve hundred warriors or forty-two hundred people constituted the Indian population that would deal integrally with the colony of Louisiana. The economy and material culture of these villagers closely resembled those of their woodland neighbors in other parts of the Lower Mississippi Valley. As observed by early Spanish missionaries and French explorers, the Caddos planted two crops of corn each year, one at the end of April and another in June. During the aurumn and winter months, they dispersed into hunting camps and produced abundant supplies of meat, hides, nuts, and oil. Rivers and lakes also provided an important source of fish, fowl, and even salt.

As the Red River became a major trade route in the eighteenth century, contact between villagers and colonists intensified and drastically undermined the number of native inhabitants throughout the valley. Within a quarter of a century, this population declined to fewer than five hundred men.76 The people who participated most actively in the colonial economy, as seen in other areas, seemed to suffer most from disease and alcoholism. The Avoyelles, for example, served as horse and cattle dealers and therefore traveled extensively along the Red River and traded directly with Europeans. By the 1750s their one remaining village was abandoned, its inhabitants apparently debilitated by overexposure to viruses and brandy.77 Depopulation upriver from the Avoyelles caused surviving Indian villagers to migrate into a few compact, but never secure, towns between the colonial settlement of Natchitoches and its outpost at Nasonite on the bend of the Red River.78

The in-migration of the Wichitas from the upper Arkansas River betweenPage 53 → 1740 and 1760 created a new group of Indian villages to the west of the Kadohadachos. Attracted into the region by French trade and alliance opportunities, these newcomers became part of the Natchitoches trade sphere. By the mid-177os the Wichitas occupied four separate villages along the Red River - Taovaya, Wichita, Iscani, and Tawakoni - which altogether included one thousand warriors.79 Another in-migration of Indians occurred in 1763, when approximately eighty Apalaches from Mobile Bay resettled themselves near the newly emerging post of Rapides on the lower Red River. Within a decade their population consisted of an estimated twenty-six warriors.80

When visited by Monsieur J. Gaignard in 1773-74, the Caddo population along the Red River consisted of the following villages: about seventy-five miles above Natchitoches stood Natassee, where “there are three warriors”; Petit Cadohadacho was located another seventy-five miles upriver and was said to have sixty warriors; another ten warriors occupied Preiry d’est Ennemy, situated between Petit Cado and Grand Cado; the latter village stood at the bend of the Red River about ninety miles above Petit Cado and consisted of ninety more warriors. Adaes, an autonomous Caddoanspeaking village, stood about twenty miles west of Natchitoches (near present-day Robeline, Louisiana) and numbered only about thirty families.81 The total Indian population of this area by 1775, moving up the Red River, can be summarized at 91 Apalaches, 105 Adacs, 543 Caddos, and 3,500 Wichitas.

In 1777-78 this population of the Red River Area, much larger than it had been in 1750 because of in-migration, suffered another devastating smallpox epidemic. According to the commandant of Natchitoches, more than three hundred people perished in the Caddo and Wichita villages. As reported by Athanase de Mezieres in February 1778, the Adaes became “almost extinct since the last epidemic” and were by then “given extremely to the vice of drunkcnness.”82 Indian villagers throughout the Lower Mississippi Valley were combating a new wave of illnesses introduced into the region by the mobilization of European troops during the American Revolution. For the Caddos as well as their neighbors, recovery from this latest demographic setback would come only at a slow rate.83

Emphasis on the changing size and location of American Indians, group by group, allows us to recognize that their lives centered around real communities. Indian-colonial relations and the impact of colonization on native societies are discussed too often in abstract ways that lose sight of actual peopiePage 54 → with their own homes and identities. It is hoped that this demographic survey provides a framework for identifying all of the many specific Indian groups living in the Lower Mississippi Valley over the eighteenth century. The population changes experienced by each group form an important context for closer and fuller analyses of culture and society. It helps to know, in other words, approximately how many Indian people in a particular community were engaged in adapting to and resisting European colonialism and roughly where they lived and moved at a given time.

By examining population changes within specific areas, the wide variety of American Indian experiences also comes to light. Within the Lower Mississippi Valley, as in other colonial regions, uneven demographic patterns were related to different geographical, political, and socioeconomic situations. Coastal groups situated near the Gulf of Mexico and along the banks of the Mississippi River suffered very early and rapidly from their greater exposure to settlers and soldiers. Following the initial wave of epidemics through their villages, survivors lived in greatly attenuated communities in close association with colonists. Lacking diplomatic and military leverage between colonial powers, people like the Biloxis and Houmas traded freely with non-Indians but only within the colonial region. Many were even employed at specialized tasks such as rowing and construction. But their immediate access to alcohol and their higher visibility in towns and along waterways made these coastal Indians easy targets of abusive treatment and disparaging commentary. “Debauched” and “miserable” were commonly used by insensitive observers to describe conditions in Indian settlements located near colonial settlements. And as will be seen in later chapters, the size and location of Indian communities would continue to affect both their livelihood and image well into the nineteenth century.

Although their populations were also cut down by epidemics, the greater distance of interior tribes from early colonists and their more advantageous position in the continental rivalry of European powers helped mitigate the demographic impact on their power and their image. Trade with colonies operated through more formal, regulated channels, and military prowess earned them greater respect from outside commentators. A lasting capacity to damage settlements and switch allegiance made groups like the Choctaws and Wichitas appear in colonists’ eyes to be “superior” and “braver” than coastal Indian peoples.

Finally, at the broadest level of analysis, there was the drastic decline in the American Indian population of the Lower Mississippi Valley from sixtyseven thousand at the beginning of the eighteenth century to scarcely Page 55 →twenty-two thousand by midcentury. The overall impact of smallpox and other diseases was demographically reversed during subsequent decades only by the in-migration of other Indian groups and some indigenous recovery by older regional inhabitants. But the declining Indian population was not simply replaced by a colonial population during the eighteenth century. When general regions like the Lower Mississippi Valley are examined as demographic wholes, the word “settlement” fails to capture accurately the direction of population change. While population grew in coastal New England over the seventeenth century because of European colonization, total population for some time actually declined across the wider region of New England as Indians died from disease and war. The same can be said about the Chesapeake Bay region, New Mexico, and other North American colonial regions. An especially slow growth in the number of settlers and slaves inhabiting Louisiana, also marked by disease and disruption, meant that much of the Lower Mississippi Valley was being vacated or thinned during most of the eighteenth century - to be reoccupied only in the nineteenth century.




Page 56 →
Four American Indians in a Frontier Exchange Economy

For a long time American Indian history followed anthropology’s ethnographic preoccupation with single tribal groups, reconstructing precontact societies and then tracing predictably deleterious effects of European colonialism and American expansionism upon them. These older tribal histories emphasized diplomatic relations and military conflicts with particular colonies but oversimplified social and economic dimensions of interaction. Under the influence of social history and historical geography, new students of Indian-colonial relations are more interested in the everyday lives of natives and newcomers within wider regional contexts. We are consequently discovering that, in many different places over various lengths of time, Indians interacted with Europeans and Africans more openly and mutably than imperial policies officially permitted.

Over the last several years the historical study of American Indians has departed dramatically from earlier scholarship. The works of James H. Merrell, Peter C. Mancall, Richard White, and Ramon A. Gutierrez, among others, focus on previously ignored dimensions of intercultural relations.1 Phrases like “Indians’ new world” and “the middle ground” arc deployed as conceptual insights into processes of interaction and invention shared by different groups of Indians and non-Indians. An emphasis on either interethnic or intertribal relations across regions transcending discrete colonial provinces, as demonstrated by Joel W. Martin and Gregory E. Dowd, can also shed new light on political and religious movements during the eighteenth and early nineteenth ccnturies.2

These new works in Indian history recover important periods and places from North America’s past that became obscure or forgotten because of their transitory nature. The very forces that eventually displaced or destroyed earlier worlds of cross-cultural interaction also inhibited later understanding of the non-Indians as well as Indians who occupied them. More careful examination of those “middle grounds” is now revealing that the Page 57 →American Indian experience has been more integral to, and less separate from, the main story of American history. My own discovery of the eighteenth-century Lower Mississippi Valley, an especially remote world to many scholars and laymen alike, proves this point.3

Over the eighteenth century, American Indian villagers across the Lower Mississippi Valley forged a network of social and economic relations with European settlers and African slaves along the Gulf Coast and lower banks of the Mississippi that I call a frontier exchange economy. The term frontier exchange is meant to capture the form and content of economic interactions among these groups, with a view to replacing the notion of frontier as an interracial boundary with that of a cross-cultural network. For this conceptualization of an interethnic web of economic relations, I am indebted to a variety of works in anthropology, political science, and history that emphasize the prosaic features of livelihood in ordinary people’s struggles for survival.4 Small-scale, face-to-face marketing in North American colonial regions must be taken as seriously as the more impersonal forces of transatlantic commerce if we are to understand how peoples of different cultures related to and influenced one another in daily life.

In order to underscore this sphere of exchange, the Lower Mississippi Valley is here defined as an economic region that was shaped by common means of production and by regular forms of trade among its diverse inhabitants. Upper Louisiana, the area known as Illinois country, is not examined, therefore, because economic connections between the upper Mississippi Valley and lower Louisiana were more impersonal and less predictable before the last quarter of the eighteenth century. The inhabitants of the Illinois settlements, numbering 768 French settlers, 445 black slaves, and 14 7 Indian slaves at midcentury, belonged to Louisiana politically but were more closely integrated economically into the Great Lakes region. The standard image of Louisiana as a vast territory spread along a thousand miles of the meandering Mississippi and sparsely occupied by Frenchmen and their Indian allies not only exaggerates the boundlessness of life in the Mississippi Valley but distracts attention from the substantial intraregional connections that differentiated lower Louisiana from upper Louisiana.5 In 1762-63 the Lower Mississippi Valley was partitioned into the Spanish province of Louisiana and the English province of West Florida. The latter colony, therefore, must be included in any study of the region’s economy. The persistence of frontier exchange across the political boundary can too easily be overlooked when Louisiana and West Florida arc treated separately.

As explored in the preceding chapter, the Indian population of the Page 58 →Lower Mississippi Valley declined as drastically here as in other colonial regions of North America. But in contrast with the English colonies along the Atlantic seaboard, Louisiana was colonized at a slow rate. Because Louisiana remained a low priority in the mercantile designs of both France and Spain, sluggish immigration and population growth were accompanied by an erratic exportation of agricultural staples to Europe. Consequently, the Indian population of the Lower Mississippi Valley-even while diminishing - maintained a high profile in both the demographic and economic evolution of the region. Louisiana’s sparse colonial populace and tentative transatlantic commerce, therefore, can be used to the historian’s advantage, allowing one to tum more attentively to social and economic dimensions of life that were neglected in the Lower Mississippi Valley as well as in other colonial regions.

The focus of this essay falls on the informal interstices in which people exchanged small quantities of goods in pursuit of their livelihood rather than on the more familiar and formal economic setting of Indian-colonial relations - the commercial fur trade. A brief summary of how a network of towns and outposts took shape is accompanied by an outline of changes in the Lower Mississippi Valley’s colonial population. Then the reader is asked to follow more closely the multiple directions of interaction through which deerskins and foods circulated from group to group. Over most of the eighteenth century, exchanges of these two kinds of products contributed strongly to the notable fluidity of social relations between Indians and non-Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley. It must be emphasized, however, that exchanges occurred under, and often despite, very unequal social conditions because a colonial elite worked steadily to enforce dependency on American Indians as well as bondage on African Americans and subordination on a mixed lot of white settlers.

Sent by France late in 1698 to establish a military post near the mouth of the Mississippi River and to forestall Spanish and English advances in the region, naval captain Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville encountered dismal prospects for what he hoped would become a colony. Already overextended imperially and facing shortages of food at home, France was not prepared to deliver supplies with any regularity to the Gulf Coast. Like many other nascent colonial ventures before it, Iberville’s isolated outpost therefore depended heavily on trade with neighboring Indian villages for its survival. Soldiers and sailors either purchased food directly from Indians or acquired pelt’l’ from them to exchange for imported grains and meats.6 During the Page 59 →second decade of the eighteenth century this trade expanded from localized exchange with villages near the Gulf into an extensive network of interior posts that not only facilitated the movement of deerskins to the coast but functioned as marketplaces for the exchange of food. In 1714 the French built a storehouse at Natchez in order to acquire deerskins from the upcountry villages and to counteract English intrigue and commerce. Joining the Yamassees in war against South Carolina, the Alibamons, Tallapoosas, and Abehkas-who eventually became known as the Upper Creeks-ousted English traders from their villages. In 1715 they began to carry deerskins to Mobile and in 1717 allowed Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville, Iberville’s brother, to build Fort Toulouse near the junction of the Coosa and Tallapoosa Rivers. Fort Rosalie was built among the Natchez Indians in 1716, following execution of some hostile chiefs at Bienville’s order. In 1719 a garrison was established at Fort St. Pierre on the Yazoo River.7

To advance trade up the Red River, a French garrison occupied a post near the Caddo village of Natchitoches in 1716, and a subsidiary trade station was established at an upriver Indian town called Upper Nasoni in 1719. Only twenty miles southwest of Natchitoches, the Spanish, who had been gradually edging toward the Red River, constructed a military post at Los Adaes in 1721. Louis Juchereau de St. Denis, who became commandant of French Natchitoches in 1719, had already been trading in this area for several years - with both Spaniards and Indians. In 1721 a small detachment of soldiers from the Yazoo River garrison joined a group of about one hundred settlers at the lower Arkansas River, where, in 1686, the Quapaws had allowed Henri de Tonti to situate a short-lived trade house.8

A decade of immigration and slave trading to Louisiana, attended by death for hundreds of Europeans and Africans, resulted by 1732 in a population of only about two thousand settlers and soldiers with some thirty-eight hundred slaves at a time when the number of Indians of the Lower Mississippi Valley, though rapidly declining from disease and war, was still in the range of thirty thousand.9 Large-scale immigration from Europe stopped by the mid-1710s, and only about four hundred black slaves reached the colony between 1732 and the l76os. This slow growth of population - to approximately five thousand slaves, four thousand settlers, and one hundred free people of color - meant minimal encroachment on Indian lands: most settlers and slaves lived along the Gulf Coast and the Mississippi River below its junction with the Red River. Trade relations with the Indians developed more freely because, for a time at least, the region’s tribes were not markedly agitated by French pressure on their territory.10

Page 60 →
At first, given the scanty and erratic supply of trade goods from France, Louisianian officials relied on distribution of merchandise among Indian leaders in the form of annual gifts. In doing so, they accommodated by necessity Indian protocols of trade and diplomacy. For the Indians, exchanges of material goods represented political reciprocity between autonomous groups, while absence of trade was synonymous with a state of war. Because commerce could not operate independently from ritual expressions of allegiance, such formal ceremonies as gift giving and smoking the calumet had to accompany economic transactions between Indians and Europeans. Conformity to these conventions recognized the leverage of such large tribes as the Choctaws and Caddos on Louisiana’s commerce and defense. The tribes were essential to the initiation of the network of trade for deerskins and food - both items important to the success of Louisiana - against the threat of English competition from South Carolina and Georgia.11

The formation of this network, as we know from the previous chapters, did not occur without costly conflict. Only after a long war against the Chitimachas, which provided Louisiana with many of its first slaves, did the French secure the alliance of all Indian tribes in the Mississippi delta. While small tribes like the Chitimachas confronted French power directly, conflict between larger Indian nations was fueled by intercolonial competition. In the 1720s Choctaw and Upper Creek villagers helped the French thwart British expansion to the Mississippi River, while the Chickasaws and Lower Creeks fought against them to protect English traders still operating within the Louisiana hinterland.12 The most explosive crisis came in 1729 when, after a decade of deteriorating relations with encroaching settlers, the Natchez Indians waged a desperate war against the French. Meanwhile, a push by Louisiana officials and planters for the production of tobacco and indigo provoked resistance within: as the volume of these exports rose during the late 1720s, so did the level of slave rebelliousness. An African plot was discovered in New Orleans shortly after the Indians destroyed the French plantations at Natchez, and many of the slaves taken captive there assisted the Natchez in their ensuing, but losing, defense against the Louisiana army. Dealing with a black majority within the colonial settlements, and living in the midst of an even larger Indian population, officials employed greater vigilance and harsher coercion as time went on.13

Toward midcentury, chronic shortages of merchandise and English intervention nearly turned the Choctaw nation, a bulwark of Louisiana’s security, against the French. The benign policy of gift giving could go only so far in mitigating the effects of unreliable imports on the deerskin trade with Indians.Page 61 → Unable to divert the powerful Chickasaw nation from the English because of inadequate quantities of trade goods, French officials resorted to a strategy of intimidation and debilitation, employing Choctaw warriors on major campaigns and in continuous guerrilla raids against Chickasaw villages. Participation in this conflict through the 1740s, which was motivated by the need to avenge enemy hostilities as well as to fulfill obligations to the French, took its toll on the Choctaws. Rebellion by a pro-English party within the nation broke out in 1746, costing the Choctaw people much suffering and death in what became a violent civil war waged to preserve their alliance with French Louisiana.14

Louisiana’s frontier exchange economy survived the Choctaw Revolt, with the exportation of deerskins steadily increasing alongside that of tobacco and indigo. Demographic and geopolitical changes that began in the l76os, however, portended greater challenges to the trade-alliance network. Immigration into the Lower Mississippi Valley resumed after Great Britain drove French settlers from Nova Scotia in 1755. By 1769, seven years after Spain obtained Louisiana from France, more than a thousand of these Acadian refugees reached the colony, forming new settlements along the Mississippi about seventy miles above New Orleans and at Atakapas and Opelousas on Bayou Teche. From 1778 to 1780 two thousand “Islenos” migrated from the Canary Islands and established their own communities along the Mississippi and Bayou Lafourche below New Orleans. In 1785 seven ships carried another sixteen hundred Acadians from France to Louisiana. Slaves imported from the West Indies contributed to the growth of Louisiana’s African-American population during this same period.15

Meanwhile, Great Britain was accelerating colonization on the eastern side of the river, having acquired West Florida by the Treaty of Paris in 1763. Settlers from the Atlantic seaboard, many with slaves, increased the colonial population of West Florida to nearly four thousand whites and fifteen hundred blacks by 1774. An even larger influx occurred after the outbreak of the American Revolution as loyalist refugees sought asylum in the Florida colony and settled mainly in the Natchez area. By 1783, when Spain gained sovereignty over West Florida and control over both sides of the Mississippi, the colonial population of the Lower Mississippi Valley approached sixteen thousand black slaves, thirteen thousand whites, and over one thousand free people of color.16

By the 1780s the Indian population in the region was, for the first time, becoming outnumbered by colonial inhabitants, while the colonial economy shifted toward greater dependence on expanding commercial agriculture.Page 62 → Consequently, Louisiana officials exerted tighter political control over interethnic exchange in order to concentrate slave labor on cash crops and to reduce the mobility of Indian villagers. The frontier exchange economy did not fade from the Lower Mississippi Valley, however, because many old and new inhabitants continued to make efforts into the nineteenth century to perpetuate small-scale trade across heightening racial divides.17

Before 1783 the deerskin trade had encouraged widespread participation in a network of diffuse exchange from Indian villages to colonial port towns. Indian customs and French commercial weaknesses, as already seen, required a formal sphere of trade-alliance relations, but many people across the region also relied on informal and intimate forms of cross-cultural trade. For historians the less systematic trade in deerskins that evolved in Louisiana has long been overshadowed by a sequence of frustrated French efforts to create a commercial empire in the Mississippi River Valley, beginning with the ventures of Rene-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle. During the 1680s La Salle had attempted but failed to expand commerce in bison robes and beaver pelts. At the threshold of the eighteenth century, while his men were barely surviving the rigors of building an outpost on the Gulf Coast, Iberville promoted a grand scheme to entrench French power in North America through a system of trading posts and tanneries around which well-armed Indian allies in the Mississippi Valley would concentrate. Antoine Crozat’s plans for Louisiana’s commerce in 1712 included hopes of profitably controlling the fur trade throughout the region. Paling beside these mercantile designs, the Indian trade in lower Louisiana was shaped by a complex of more pedestrian circumstances. A small number of colonial troops with minimal support from the crown had to be dispersed among a few select posts. Intertribal conflicts and English trade with Indians in the region determined when and where French stations were constructed and, furthermore, continued to be destabilizing influences on Louisiana’s trade. The irrepressible eastward flow of beaver skins from the upper Mississippi Valley to Canada also affected the trade network in Louisiana, making the lower valley a separate, predominantly deerskin-producing trade region.18

The economic and political importance of the Indian trade to Louisiana is evidenced by the close attention that officials paid to the details of its operation. Colonial administrators’ interest centered on the interference and competition of English traders, but the region’s internal commerce required particular measures for regulation as well. In order to maintain stable relations between traders and villagers, governments in all North American coloniesPage 63 → administered tariffs or rates of exchange. In 1721 the Choctaws and the French agreed to trade at the following prices: a quarter of an ell (one meter) of woolen cloth called limbourg or one axe for four dressed deerskins; one blanker or tomahawk for two dressed deerskins; and two-thirds of a pound of gunpowder or twenty gun flints for one dressed deerskin.19 As the cost of European manufactures rose and additional goods entered the regional economy, new tariffs were negotiated from time to time by colonial and tribal leaders. Although much of the trading occurred at varying rates, depending on local conditions and individual circumstances, official tariffs represented colonial accommodation to Indian insistence that trade be contained within the political sphere of relations. Once it established rates of exchange, the Superior Council of Louisiana had to contend with complaints from traders and Indians alike about inadequate supplies or inappropriate prices. Operating between a fixed ceiling of rates set between tribal and colonial governments and a rising floor of costs charged by import merchants, the traders tended to have, as noted in the minutes of a meeting in December 1728, “a greater share in the complaints that have been made about the high price of the goods than the Indians themselves.”20 For their part, Indian representatives bargained for better exchange rates by repeatedly comparing the expense and quality of French and English merchandise.21

Despite attempts by groups of merchants and officials to monopolize Indian commerce, the deerskin trade involved many colonial inhabitants as well as Indians. Even during the demographic and agricultural expansion of Louisiana in the 1720s, settlers relied on deerskins, acquired directly or indirectly from Indian villagers, as a means of buying imported goods. “In order to support by this new accommodation the trade with the Indians,” the Company of the Indies decided in 1729 to make its warehouse in the colony the exclusive exporter of deerskins. After 1732 officials of the king further advanced this commerce “by entrusting in small lots the merchandise that he sends to settlers who will trade it to the Indians and who will settle their accounts with his Majesty with the skins that they have taken in trade.”22 As the difficulty offinding among the traders “people of sufficiently well known integrity” continued to make it “almost impossible to avoid bad debts,” the deerskin trade fell into the hands of “solvent inhabitants who have given security for the merchandise.”23 Consequently, the many anonymous individuals who traded in the Indian villages became middlemen between the Indians who hunted and processed the skins and the colonial merchants who were able to acquire and forward imported trade goods. “On their return from the Indians,” as one observer described the traders, “they disperse in Page 64 →the city their peltries or produce, which they bring in payment to those from whom they have borrowed in order to carry on their trade.”24

Many settlers and even slaves exchanged something for deerskins once in a while, and innumerable colonists passed in and out of the deerskin trade as a temporary means of livelihood. Others made a lifetime occupation from seasonally trading imported merchandise for peltry and other native products. The identities of some professional traders among the Choctaws offer informative glimpses into the business. Marc Antoine Huche grew up among the Choctaws, was hired in 1721 as interpreter for the company at “five hundred livres per year with two rations for himself and his wife,” and traded for Mobile commandant-entrepreneur Bernard Diron d’Artaguette. As reported by General Commissioner Edmc Gatien Salmon in 1732, the Great Chief of the Choctaw nation considered Huche to be “brave, firm and faithful.”25 Another employee of Diron d’Artaguette and later an independent trader, Joseph Poupart dit Lafleur, sent 581 skins to the Mobile commandant in July 1729, along with a letter describing the activities of English traders among the Chickasaws. A decade later his widow, Marie Roy, ran a warehouse among the Alibamons, which had to be withdrawn in 1740 because of trouble with English traders in the area.26 Individuals known as Gaspard, Dupumeaux, and Antoine Chauvin Des Islets traded in Choctaw country at midcentury, the last described by General Commissioner Honore Michel de la Rouvilliere in 1751 as “a Famous trader who is set forth as an oracle” by the Choctaws.27

With the growth of the colonial population after 1762, Indian villages in the Lower Mississippi Valley hosted an increasing number of traders whose ethnic composition became more English. By the mid-178os Spanish officials estimated that five hundred traders, employees, and transients were living in and around Choctaw and Chickasaw towns, while nearly three hundred’ more operated in Creek towns. Considered “vagabonds and villains” by colonial administrators interested in orderly commerce, many of these men married Indian women and became affiliated with specific villages. A “List of Choctaw Towns and Traders” compiled by Juan de la Villebeuvre in 1787 reveals the names of an array of persons involved in the deerskin trade. Frenchmen identified as Favre, Louis, Chastany, and Petit Baptiste lived in the eastern district towns of YanabC, Ouatonloula, Yazoo, Loukfata, and Bitabogoula, respectively. In three other villages of the same district “there are many whites, both Traders and Vagabonds.” Among the people trading with particular towns in the western district of the Choctaw nation were Englishmen Alexander Fraizer and three employees at West Yazoo; Louis Muiatto,Page 65 → evidently employed at Cushrusha by Simon Favre; Frenchman Louis Leflore at Caffetalaya; the Pitchlynn brothers, English traders, at Tchanké; and an American, Moise Forstar, at Mongoulacha. A similar mixture of traders and employees occupied villages in the Sixtown district.28 Children born to this generation of traders and their Indian wives belonged to the clans of their mothers, and some became important tribal leaders by the beginning of the nineteenth century.29

Most deerskin traders learned to speak the language of the tribe with whom they dealt. As emphasized by an anonymous chronicler of the Choctaws’ trade with Louisiana, who may have been a trader sometime before the mid-1730s, “it is necessary to known their language well.” Many traders probably spoke Mobilian, a trade language or lingua franca, instead of or in addition to distinct tribal languages: “when one knows it,” noted Lieutenant Jean François Benjamin Dumont de Montigny, “one can travel through all this province without needing an interpreter.”30 Antecedents of Mobilian may have existed in the region before European contact, but economic relations with the colonial populace of Louisiana undoubtedly accelerated and expanded its usage - resembling the evolution of Delaware, Occaneechee, and Catawba into trade languages along the Atlantic coast. Based on the western Muskhogean grammar of the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Alibamon languages - all murually intelligible - Mobilian served as a second language, mixing with wide variation the lexicon and phonology derived from both Indian and European speech. Well before the mid-eighteenth century, Mobilian became familiar to colonists and Indians west of the Mississippi River. All Caddo villages, as reported by Antoine Le Page du Pratz, contained someone who could speak this “langue vulgaire.” Mobilian was a convenient second language for many settlers and slaves as well as traders to use among Indians, and through the nineteenth century it continued to be spoken by American Indians, African Americans, and European Americans in southern Louisiana and eastern Texas.31

Among the goods exchanged for deerskins, liquor was the most volatile item. As in other colonial regions, alcoholic beverages in Louisiana functioned both as a lubricant for expanding Indian commerce and as a stimulant for satisfying military and other colonial personnel. Louisiana and West Florida governments tried to control this commerce, but the very frequency of ordinances regulating trade in liquor reveals its ever-widening use among Indians, settlers, and slaves. In 1725 the Louisiana Superior Council attempted to remedy abuses caused by the “many persons here who have no other trade than that of selling brandy and other drinks at exorbitant prices Page 66 →and even grant credit to all the soldiers, workmen, and sailors.” Beginning in 1717, innumerable orders were issued prohibiting the unauthorized sale of liquor to Indians and slaves, whose consumption of it, officials feared, would increase chances of violent rebellion.32 By midcentury a cheap rum called tafoi became the region’s more popular drink and a convenient medium of exchange. The English government in Pensacola attempted to restrict Indian traders to fifteen gallons every three months, which was considered a necessary amount for their purchase of food from Indian villagers. But in 1772 several Choctaw chiefs bitterly complained about the quantity of rum that “pours in upon our nation like a great Sea from Mobille and from all the Plantations and Settlements round about.” Traders sometimes watered their rum, four kegs of which could buy a Choctaw pony during the 1770s, and encouraged excessive consumption among Indians in order to make more profitable bargains for their deerskins. Peddlers and tavernkeepers persistently violated their licenses by selling tafia and eau de vie to soldiers and slaves as well as to Indians.33

The deerskin trade operated to a large degree on credit, which facilitated frontier exchange between Indians and non-Indians in the short run while contributing to its commercialization in the long run. Indian hunters required an advance in goods before they pursued the winter season’s thickly furred animals, forcing traders to wait until spring for their pay. In response to this seasonal pattern, traders acquired goods on credit from town merchants and obliged themselves to pay with interest within a year.34 Such arrangements were essential to the trade yet made all parties vulnerable to mischance or misdoing: a poor hunting season, loss of or damage to goods in transit, death by accident, or simple evasion. Indians often postponed payment of debts because hunting conditions were unfavorable or in order to stretch their trade among different peddlers; they refused to pay interest on goods advanced; they resisted paying back debts: “Nothing so much offends an Indian,” observed Amos Stoddard early in the nineteenth century, “as to be requested to pay his old debts. ‘If,’ says he, ‘I deliver you my peltries to pay for the goods I received last season, my family must suffer, and perhaps starve.”35 Traders, for their part, could find themselves unable to make good their debts to merchants. Thus, on 26December1773, John Fitzpatrick, merchant at Manchac, lent goods worth 233 pesos to a Monsieur Valliere for trade to the Atakapas, payable the following April, but Valliere failed to pay his debt on time.36 In another instance, Joseph Montard proposed to pay thirteen packs of skins to Juan Macarty, but the merchant refused them because the delivery came a year and a half late and during the Page 67 →summer, when the market value of pelts was at its annual nadir.37 Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that traders often inflated the price of merchandise to meet their debts and interest costs.

Lower Mississippi Valley Indians also produced foodstuffs for the frontier exchange economy. Colonists in Louisiana, though ill supplied from home, were at first reluctant to labor to feed themselves by growing crops; fortunately for them, Indians were able to produce more than they needed for their own use. Thus there developed a lively trade, though one less visible to historians even than the diffuse trade in deerskins. While sailors and soldiers from France, with some Canadian coureurs de bois, were constructing the colony’s first fort at Biloxi Bay, the Pascagoulas, Mobilians, and other coastal Indians eagerly swapped surpluses of corn, beans, and meat for axes, beads, and other useful items of European manufacture. During the first decade of the eighteenth century, colonial officials regularly sent parties up the Mobile and Mississippi Rivers to purchase maize from Indians. In order to facilitate their trade with the French, some villages relocated closer to the coast and planted larger volumes of grain. The Houmas, for example, abandoned their town several miles east of the Mississippi and settled downriver along the west bank near Bayou Lafourche, where they became reliable suppliers of food to both travelers and settlers.38 In 1708, when the colony consisted of 122 military men, 80 Indian slaves, and only 77 settlers (24 men, 28 women, and 25 children), “everybody,” according to special commissioner Martin d’Artaguette, was asking for gunpowder “to trade with the Indians for the things we need.” Through sales of venison to these people, Indians who hunted around Fort St. Louis were acquiring guns, each musket worth ten deer by 1710.39

The availability of Indian produce tempted some officials and colonists to profiteer in the sale of food. Louisiana’s first political conflict, in fact, centered upon accusations - not entirely false - that the Le Moyne brothers engrossed “the meat and other produce that the Indians have brought to Mobile,” trading with the king’s merchandise and marking up the price of food for their own profit. Far away from France, where local governments and traditional constraints still protected buyers of food from profiteering middlemen, colonial merchants and administrators tried to intercept corn and game from Indian suppliers and resell the food to consumers at exorbitant prices.40 The Superior Council assumed responsibility for fixing the price of basic food items beginning in 1722, when buffalo beef was set at eight sous per pound, cattle beef at ten sous per pound, a quarter of a deer at four livres, Page 68 →poultry at three livres apiece, and eggs at fifty sous per dozen. Such regulations, however, never stopped commandants of military posts from attempting to monopolize food supplies and other goods delivered by neighboring Indian villagers.41

Many habitants of Louisiana preferred direct exchange with Indians for their subsistence, which proved easier than learning how to produce their own food from the soil and wildlife of an unfamiliar land. Trade with Indians for food also allowed a degree of freedom from the pressures inherent in colonial agriculture, causing alarm among colonial officials and merchants who hoped to build a colony that would export some profitable stapie. Although general commissioner Marc-Antoine Hubert found the soil along the rivers and bayous to be “of surprising fertility,” he lamented in 1716 that “the colonists of the present time will never be satisfied with this infallible resource, accustomed as they are to the trade with the Indians the easy profit from which support them, giving them what they need day by day like the Indians who find their happiness in an idle and lazy life.” Another observer found in France’s feeble commitment to colonizing the Lower Mississippi Valley the reason inhabitants had for two decades “done nothing else than try to get a little trading merchandise to obtain from the savages their sustenance, consisting of Indian com, beans, pumpkins, or small round pumpkins, game and bear grease.”42 The Indian trade, by deflecting colonists from agriculture, thus helped frustrate early efforts to integrate the region into the world market for the benefit of both the colony and the mother country. What looked to officials like laziness was really a testimony to the vitality of the exchange economy.

When the Company of the Indies sent a flood of immigrants to Louisiana between 1717 and 1721, dependence on Indian supplies of food actually expanded. A food crisis was created as seven thousand settlers and two thousand slaves disembarked on the Gulf Coast without adequate provisions. Malarial fevers, dysentery, and scurvy combined with hunger to kill hundreds of French and German immigrants and Bambara and Wolof captives. Soldiers and workers employed by the company were sent to live in nearby villages, and shipments of corn were sought from interior tribes.43

Like the deerskin trade, food marketing with Indians followed a more open and diffuse pattern than colonial administrators desired. Although France treated Louisiana as an importer of flour, alcohol, and a few more luxurious foodstuffs, supply lines were too tenuous and shipments always too small or spoiled for habitants to rely upon external sources for grain and meat. Colonists accused merchants who exported flour from France of shippingPage 69 → inedible and short-measured supplies. The Illinois country also proved to be an unreliable source of wheat for the colonists downriver.44 Therefore, Indian villages and colonial settlements within the lower valley came to depend upon a regional network of exchange, in which food surpluses were periodically traded in bulk to areas in short supply, and smaller-scale transactions regularly occurred among Indians, settlers, and slaves.

The presence of numerous military personnel in the region and the fact that about 25 percent of Louisiana’s colonial populace lived in New Orleans by midcentury especially stimulated cross-cultural food marketing. Corn, game, and other provisions consumed at interior posts like Natchitoches and Tombecbe came from neighboring Indian villagers who bartered for such trade goods as metalware, brandy, and cloth either directly with individual soldiers or more formally through their commanding officers. The government also purchased large quantities of grain for its troops from settlers along the Mississippi River.45 The Choctaws not only sold foodstuffs to the garrison stationed at Fort Tombecbé, beginning in 1736, but also carried corn, vegetables, and poultry to the Mobile market.46

Indian communities in the vicinity of New Orleans and Mobile provided food crops and meats and even such prepared items as persimmon bread, cornmeal, and bear oil to the town markets. Acolapissas, Chitimachas, and Houmas who had resettled closer to New Orleans during the first two decades of the eighteenth century regularly produced corn, fish, and game for city dwellers and travelers. On the Pearl River, between New Orleans and Biloxi, the Pensacolas, Biloxis, Pascagoulas, and Capinas furnished “an abundance of meat to all the French who are near enough to trade for it.” Of a group of Chaouachas who migrated from the lower Mississippi to the Mobile River outside the town of Mobile, Bienville declared that “their sole occupation is to produce corn by means of which they obtain from the French what they need.”47 Petites nations who migrated to the lower Mississippi during the 1760s -Alibamons, Biloxis, Pascagoulas, and Chahtos - also participated in riverside trade and the New Orleans market. Altogether by the 1770s these ten or so villages, interspersed among plantations along the Mississippi, numbered about a thousand people. “Something similar to subdued tribes in New England,” as noted by Bernard Romans, individuals from these communities “serve as hunters, and for some other laborious uses.”48 Peddling foodstuffs along with other traditional goods and providing itinerant services in Lower Mississippi Valley towns, as will be seen in subsequent chapters, continued to be important economic activities for many American Indians well into the nineteenth century.

Page 70 →
Selling food items directly from their seasonal hunting camps was another form of Indian participation in the eighteenth-century regional economy that would last some time longer. During the winter months Indian villagers dispersed into small hunting parties of ten or so families. These mobile groups were such a regular feature of the landscape that they rarely drew special attention - except from visitors like Romans, who was hospitably welcomed in the winter of 1771-72 by more than one Choctaw hunting camp and who observed that “there only they will entertain a stranger at free cost.” These Indian camps, spread along the Alabama, Mississippi, and Red River drainages, were principally occupied with producing for the deerskin trade, but they rarely neglected to exchange venison, bear meat, and tallow for ammunition, cloth, and drink with settlers and travelers whom they encountered during the hunting season.49

Perhaps the most remarkable contribution of American Indians to the frontier exchange economy was their involvement in livestock trade across the Lower Mississippi Valley. For a long time domestic beef was scarce and expensive in colonial Louisiana; early attempts to build herds from imported livestock proved fruitless. But a regional network of cattle trading gradually developed and, like other kinds of food exchange and the deerskin trade, involved extensive interethnic participation by Indians, slaves, and settlers. In the 1720s French traders and Indian villagers around Natchitoches began moving horses and cattle eastward, down the Red River. The Caddos, experienced horsemen since the mid-seventeenth century when Spanish livestock herded by other Indians began to reach their villages, exchanged cattle and horses with the French and other Indians.50 The Tunicas and Avoyelles, situated near the junction of the Red and Mississippi Rivers, became important middlemen in the livestock trade; Le Page du Pratz praised the latter group “for the services they have done the colony by the horses, oxen, and cows they have brought from New Mexico.”51 The amount of beef available to Louisianians was increasing by the mid-eighteenth century, and some settlers were operating meat and dairy farms at Pointe Coupee, Barataria, and other places near New Orleans. On the prairies of southwestern Louisiana, meanwhile, Atakapa and Opelousa Indians were transporting cattle from the Trinity River area. This coastal route across grasslands and bayous was further expanded as Acadian immigrants joined Indians in the livestock trade and began raising their own herds.52

The participation of Indian villagers in fur and food marketing discloses closer interaction and greater cultural exchange with black slaves and white Page 71 →colonists than historians of colonial regions have generally portrayed. In this respect, trade in the Lower Mississippi Valley generated economic roles and ethnic relations similar in flexibility and fluidity to those discovered for African Americans in early North American colonies by historians during the 1970s.53 Clearly, Indians did not just hunt, blacks did not just grow crops for export, and whites did not merely choose to become either subsistence farmers or staple planters. All of these groups improvised ways of securing some degree of economic autonomy while becoming increasingly entangled in the transatlantic colonial system. Many of these activities involved trade between different cultural groups. However, a complex of forces circumscribed economic and social relations and minimized the leveling potential of frontier exchange. The institution of slavery, European class divisions, racism, colonial policy, and violent conflict all contributed to the building of racial barriers in Louisiana and West Florida, especially after the demographic scale tipped unfavorably for Indians. The transformation of the Lower Mississippi Valley into an agricultural export economy, which accelerated during the last quarter of the eighteenth century, further intensified the hierarchical stratification of both race and class.

Changes in the deerskin trade implemented by Spain after 1783 signaled that the network of frontier exchange stitched by inhabitants over the previous decades was beginning to ravel. Indians of the larger interior nations, who had close ties to many traders, entered this period with high expectations of further commerce. Following the withdrawal of Great Britain from West Florida, the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Upper Creeks negotiated new trade tariffs with the Spanish government in June 1784.54 The deerskin trade, however, rapidly slipped under the control of a few merchant houses. The English firm of Panton, Leslie and Company, with Spanish authorization, began to monopolize trade with Indian villages east of the Mississippi. On the other side of the river, Natchitoches traders and settlers likewise gave way to better-financed and more-organized merchants.55 Accelerated commercialization of the frontier exchange economy inexorably upset its traditional customs and patterns, as the following chapters will demonstrate. Most notably, traders carried ever-larger quantities of rum into Indian villages, the distribution of gifts occurred less often, and the tribes fell into chronic debt to merchant houses and thereby became more vulnerable to pressure against their land.

Sheer demographic force explains the gradual marginalization of Indians in the regional food market. As settlers increased in number and grew their own crops, the volume and variety of foodstuffs provided by Indian communitiesPage 72 → declined. Scattered bands of Louisiana Indians concentrated on bartering venison and bear oil with travelers and settlers mostly during winter months. The declining political power and economic importance of Indian nations also manifested itself in the formal sphere of relations, where gifts of food had customarily bound parries into a reciprocal relationship. A reduction in the level of intercolonial rivalry for Indian allegiance after 1783 diminished the willingness of Louisiana officials to share food with visiting Indians. Food thus became more strictly a market commodity just as the role of Indians in the marketplace was diminishing. Indians responded to this breakdown in food-giving protocol by committing acts of banditry against the livestock and crops of settlers, pursuing on a wider scale what the Natchez had resorted to back in the 1720s.56

By the end of the eighteenth century, the frontier exchange network was rapidly being superseded by the commercial production of cotton and sugar. Even so, people living in the region did not wholly relinquish older forms of economic exchange. American Indians continued to peddle foodstuffs and other goods along the waterways of the Lower Mississippi Valley and in the towns of Mobile, Natchez, and New Orleans. Subsistence and trade activities rooted in the frontier exchange economy became, as will be seen, important strategies of adaptation and resistance in face of new challenges.

The role of American Indians in the earlier economic life of the region evaded historians for a long time. Now by focusing on the Lower Mississippi Valley as a cross-cultural web of economic relations, Indian agency and versatility can be better appreciated. When one follows the movement of deerskins and foodstuffs through the extensive network of coastal and interior posts stretching from the Alabama River to the Red River, the importance of small-scale trade among diverse groups of people comes to light. Louisiana was indeed an extraordinary North American colony, imposing even less demographic and commercial pressure on the continent than did French Canada. But the backcountry of England’s Atlantic seaboard provinces, as well as Canada and New Mexico, also passed through a long period of frontier exchange.57 The form and content of interethnic relations discussed here, and made more visible by Louisiana’s history, can be profitably explored at the obscure crossroads and marketplaces of other colonial regions.
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Five American Indians and the Early Cotton Economy

The popular view of how the Cotton South began tells us that Eli Whitney’s cotton gin overcame the only real barrier to the expansion of commercial agriculture and slavery into “unsettled” parts of the Deep South. With industrialized textile factories demanding larger quantities of cotton, manufacturers and merchants indeed began during the 1790s to encourage cotton agriculture in North America as well as in Asia, West Africa, Brazil, and the Caribbean. Their demand for more cotton supplies coincided with a sharp drop in the prices of tobacco, rice, and indigo due to glutted markets and the removal of bounties by European importers. To avert financial losses from declining prices of those staples, more and more cultivators attempted to grow cotton in upland areas of the South. Influenced by the promotional campaign of English industrialists, governments in the British Caribbean, the American state of Georgia, and the Spanish colony of Louisiana rewarded experimentation with gins that could accelerate the separation of seeds from the tightly dinging fiber of green-seed, short-staple cotton - the variety that grew best in the southern interior.1

Little is known, however, about the less benign economic changes wrought within regions undergoing that agricultural expansion, especially those experienced by American Indians. The takeoff of cotton production in the Lower Mississippi Valley coincided with a decline in the deerskin trade still important to most Indian communities as they entered the nineteenth century. No sooner did the United States carve out the Mississippi Territory from the region in 1798 than did government officials accelerate these economic processes by manipulating trade debts of Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek leaders, with cooperation from merchants familiar with Indian commerce, into cessions of land from the tribes. Indian peoples coped with their diminishing land base through different economic strategies. Some groups migrated out of the territory, but most remained and tried to diversify trade with the United States, became itinerant laborers and vendors, or intensifiedPage 74 → their own horticultural production. Concentration on the territorial period of Mississippi history allows us to examine initiatives taken by Lower Mississippi Valley Indians in the face of rapid change - before they confronted the influences of Protestant missionaries or the pressures of government removal.2

Changing relations with American settlers and African-American slaves also shaped Indian life in the early cotton economy. With noteworthy irony many of these newcomers, who are usually cast by historians in a simplistic shove against Indians, relied on economic exchange with Indians or on other economic activities resembling Indian livelihood. Migrants from eastern parts of the United States, in other words, were following the pattern of earlier colonial immigrants to the Lower Mississippi Valley. Nevertheless, a widening separation between racial groups occurred during the territorial years as laws and patrols tried to restrict economic relations and activities among Indians and blacks. The transformation of the region into the cotton states of Mississippi in 1817 and Alabama in 1819 also involved the use of military force to quell slave rebellion and Indian resistance. Examination of Indians’ economic relations with both citizens and slaves in the Mississippi Territory, therefore, reveals significant dimensions of the incipient cotton economy in the early-nineteenth-century South.

By 1793, when use of Whimey’s patented gin began to spread across the southern hinterland, the region between the Chattahoochee and the Mississippi Rivers was still very much Indian country. The Indian population in that area numbered at least thirty thousand individuals, most of whom lived in the more than one hundred villages that constituted the Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw nations. Within the same territory were only about twenty-five hundred whites and two thousand blacks, mostly concentrated in settlements along the lower Tombigbee River and around the Natchez banks of the Mississippi.3 In order to counteract the United States’s claims to territory and its demands for navigating the Mississippi River, Spanish officials made serious efforts during the 1790s to attract American settlers to Louisiana. A generous land policy offered immigrants sizable grants of free land in proportion to the size of their families and the number of their laborers. Larger diplomatic considerations, however, compelled Spain in the Treaty of San Lorenzo in 1795 to cede to the United States all land east of the Mississippi River and above the thirty-first parallel. In 1798 the U.S. Congress organized that cession into the Mississippi Territory, which was by the tum of the century occupied by nearly five thousand whites, thirty-five thousand Page 75 →black slaves, and two hundred free blacks, in addition to more than thirty thousand Indians.4

Indian nations not only comprised the majority of the new territory’s population in 1798 but held title, guaranteed by treaties with both Spain and the United States, to most of its land. Indian policy, therefore, was an integral priority in the U.S. government’s territorial organization of Mississippi. The United States entered the nineteenth century with four major goals in Indian affairs. The first goal of establishing and maintaining alliances with tribes required, in compliance with Indian customs, a well-regulated, steady trade relationship. In the Mississippi Territory the task was especially difficult because Spain, which had developed strong political and commercial ties with the tribes of the area, possessed adjacent territories - Louisiana until 1803 and Florida until 1819. To enforce a second policy goal, the maintenance of peace and order among Indian peoples and between them and American citizens, U.S. agents in the Mississippi Territory entered a highly volatile world shaped by two decades of Anglo-American encroachment into Indian country and of intertribal struggle over diminishing resources. & reported by Governor Winthrop Sargent in 1799, the Choctaws already felt “that their Country once affording abundance had become desolate by the hands of a People who knew them not but to increase their Wretchedness.”5 Partially to diffuse resentment among Indians over such conditions and to make them more tractable, the government also pursued a third goal of reforming Indian societies by teaching “the Arts of husbandry, and domestic manufactures” and encouraging, as Secretary of War Henry Dearborn further suggested to Choctaw agent Silas Dinsmoor, “the growth of Cotton as well as Grain.” Finally and most importantly, the goal of acquiring land cessions from Indian nations shaped policy in the Mississippi Territory. “The time will come when a cession of land may be necessary to us and not injurious to them,” Secretary of State Timothy Pickering informed Sargent. Suggesting how bribery might work as a means toward effecting that end, he mentioned that when the time came “the grant of an annuity should be the consideration.”6

An important instrument for implementing all the goals was the establishment of government trading posts among the many tribes of the eastern woodlands and midwestern prairies. The first two having been legislated into existence by Congress in 1795, those stores or trade factories provided Indians with fixed exchange rates and ample supplies of merchandise and Page 76 →thereby facilitated regulation of Indian trade. A factory among the Creeks began at Colerain on the St. Marys River in 1795 and moved in succeeding years to more western locations. In 1802 a Chickasaw store was constructed at Chickasaw Bluffs near present-day Memphis, and a Choctaw post opened at Fort St. Stephens on the Tombigbee River. Daily records for those trade houses reveal that on a local level Indian commerce and trading practices were important facets of life in early-nineteenth-century Mississippi. Indians daily exchanged deerskins, beeswax, and small animal skins for cloth, blankets, ammunition, and steel implements. During the first decade of the century, when the U.S. factories purchased deerskins at twenty cents per pound, the Choctaw post alone exported over twenty thousand dollars’ worth of peltry each year.7

Although on a day-to-day basis the trade houses allowed familiar economic activities to continue, their function of extending credit to individual chiefs and traders actually facilitated the displacement in the Lower Mississippi Valley of a frontier exchange economy by a cotton export economy. Most transactions were carried out by barter, but certain persons were allowed goods in advance of payment. Chiefs, captains, interpreters, and traders - many of mixed ancestry- fell into increasing debt to the factories. In the Choctaw nation, for example, of the $3,875 due to the U.S. trade house at the end of 1809, Mushulatubbee, son of the recently deceased Mingo Homastubbee, owed $1,059; Captain Tisho Hollatlak owed $616; Mingo Pushmataha, $499; mixed-blood traders John Forbes and William Jones, $290 and $u9, respectively; and interpreter John Pitchlynn, $180. Between 1802 and 1815, deerskins passed through Fort St. Stephens in abundance, but by the end of that period the Choctaws still owed $7 ,500 to the United States. The drop in the price paid for deerskins in 1812 from twenty to seventeen cents per pound made it even more difficult to meet their obligations: the Choctaws produced 2,317 more pounds in 1812. than in l8II, but they earned $158 less. While the literature on U.S. trade houses has tended to emphasize losses incurred by the government, the impact of a deteriorating trade position on Indian livelihood evidenced at the factories has remained poorly understood.8

At a time when prices for deerskins were dropping in Europe and when supplies of game were diminishing in the southeastern woodlands, the economic position of Indians was further exacerbated by the fiscal tightening exerted by their private and public trading partners. Through most of the eighteenth century, colonial officials and merchants had followed Indian trade protocol, which included the practices of offering presents, smoking Page 77 →the calumet, and sharing food. By the end of the century, however, the United States began to discourage outright gift giving and, through its trade houses, to replace what had been political obligations with accountable debts. Influential leaders and intermediary traders still received extra merchandise for their peltry, but each advance was now carefully recorded in the debt column of the tribe’s account book. In the Mississippi Territory the results of that practice materialized first among the Creeks in the Treaty of Fort Wilkinson in 1802.. Of the twenty-five thousand dollars received by the tribe for a cession of land between the Oconee and the Ocmulgee Rivers, ten thousand dollars went “to satisfy certain debts due from Indians and white persons of the Creek country to the factory of the United States.”9

After sending the Creek treaty to Congress, President Thomas Jefferson turned his attention to that portion of Chickasaw territory “of first importance to us” and evaluated several means through which the United States “may advance towards our object.” One means was to encourage plow agriculture, which would reduce the acreage of farmland needed by Indians; another was to nourish their allegiance “by every act of justice & of favor which we can possibly render them.” But a third approach involved selectively extending credit to draw the Chickasaws into debt. Jefferson realized it would be beneficial “to establish among them a factory or factories for furnishing them with all the necessaries and comforts they may wish (spirituous liquors excepted), encouraging these and especially their leading men, to run in debt for these beyond their individual means of paying; and whenever in that situation, they will always cede lands to rid themselves of debt.”10 Within a few months Governor William C. C. Claiborne of Mississippi instructed agent Samuel Mitchell to sound “some of the chiefs” of the Chickasaws on whether “the nation is willing to assume and pay the debts of individuals . . . by a sale of some of their lands to the United States.” In July 1805 the Chickasaw tribe signed a treaty ceding all claim to lands north of the Tennessee River in exchange for $2.0,000 “for the use of the nation at large, and for the payment of the debts due to their merchants and traders.” Of that sum, $12.,000 went to merchant Forbes, who had participated directly in the treaty negotiations.11

The firm Panton, Leslie and Company in Spanish West Florida, renamed John Forbes and Company in 1804, had been trading for deerskins with Indian villagers across the Gulf South since 1783. After the Treaty of San Lorenw was made in 1795, the company initiated appeals to the United States for assistance in collecting approximately $170,000 claimed from the Creeks, Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Cherokees. As its commerce shifted to Page 78 →buying and exporting cotton through Mobile and Pensacola, the firm became less dependent on Indian trade and more determined to force payment of outstanding Indian debts. In 1797 partner Forbes visited Governor William Blount of Tennessee, “in order to arrange the affairs of the Panton firm and to prevent the ruin of its trade.” John McKee, a confidant of Blount later to be appointed U.S. agent to the Choctaws, was welcomed at the company’s houses in Mobile and Pensacola shortly after Forbes returned to the coast. In a letter to Benjamin Hawkins, U.S. agent to the Creeks, William Panton tossed out the idea of extinguishing the debts of Indians “by a sale of some part of their lands.” Recognizing the federal government’s prohibition against any land cession without its sanction, Panton appealed for such support. If a cession to the company proved “inadmissible,” he requested that “some other means will be pointed out equally commensurate with the objcct.”12

Like the Chickasaw treaty of 1805, the Treaty of Mount Dexter made with the Choctaws that same year illustrates pointedly how, to their mutual benefit, the company and the United States worked out “some other means.” With the cotton boom underway at the opening of the nineteenth century, officials of the Jefferson administration sought from the Choctaw nation some of the fertile land that stretched between the Alabama and the Mississippi Rivers and discerned a convenient means of acquiring such a cession in the nearly fifty thousand dollars owed by the Choctaws to the Forbes company. In 18o3 Dearborn signaled to General James Wilkinson in the Mississippi Territory that “if no other consideration will induce the Chocktaws to part with any of their lands but that of paying off the debt they owe Panton & Co.,” agent Dinsmoor should inquire into the willingness of tribal divisions to pay their respective shares out of lands sold west of the Yazoo River and east of the lower Tombigbee.13 Ephraim Kirby, first sent to the territory as land commissioner and then appointed judge, observed that lands on the cast bank of the Tombigbee arc fertile and not subject to inundation, “in all respects suitable for the most extensive operations of husbandry.” Noting “poverty and distress” among the Choctaws due to scarce game and debauching contacts with settlers, the Connecticut Republican suggested that “through the agency of the white traders settled among them, they may be pursuaded to exchange their country for a portion of the wilderness ofLouisiana.”14

By the time the United States began to pursue aggressively a Choctaw cession, the Forbes company was already employing its influence “in procuringPage 79 → the assent of the Indians.” As recalled by partner William Simpson, “we exerted ourselves with the Chiefs of the Nation & spent much time, labor & Money” in encouraging a sale of land to the United States. We still need to uncover more details about the company’s intrigue with the federal government and its brokers in the Choctaw nation and about the dissent and discord that it incited among the Choctaw people. But we already know that during 1804 Forbes corresponded with and even visited the secretary of war, having already convinced Choctaw leaders one year earlier to request the United States to purchase land for the purpose of paying their debts to the firm. The Jefferson administration had declined that offer because portions of territory designated by the tribe were not those specifically desired. But with pressure from its creditors persisting, the Choctaw nation sent a petition to President Jefferson in August 1804 proposing a cession acceptable to the government.15

Of the $ 50,000 offered the Choctaws for those four million acres of land, $48,000 were reserved for discharging their debt to the Forbes company. The United States also promised the tribe an annuity of$ 3,000 in merchandise. Each of the three “great medal mingoes” - Puckshenubbee, Homastubbee, and Pushmataha - was granted $ 500 “in consideration of past services in their nation” and was offered an annuity of $150 “during their continuance in office.” Villagers who used the ceded area directed most of their opposition to the treaty against those leaders, but to little avail. Because the Treaty of Mount Dexter produced lands in the less fertile pine barrens and swamps of southern Mississippi rather than in the rich Yawo River delta targeted in the commissioners’ instructions, Jefferson did not submit it to the Senate for ratification until 1808, when foreign affairs made “a strong settlement of militia along our southern frontier” and the “consolidation of the Mississippi territory” important considerations. By April 1809 the Forbes company received most of what it claimed against the Choctaws’ account, minus $4,304.25 disputed by agent Dinsmoor.16

The Treaty of Mount Dexter and other Choctaw, Creek, and Chickasaw treaties made during the first decade of the Mississippi Territory’s existence reflected the entanglement of Lower Mississippi Valley Indians in a chronic cycle of trade indebtedness and land cessions, a cycle that would steadily weaken their power and eventually culminate in removal. By 1822 the Choctaw nation, for example, ceded nearly thirteen million acres of land but still owed approximately thirteen thousand dollars to the U.S. trade house. The transfer of Indian land to the United States was further accelerated, as the Page 80 →Choctaw and Chickasaw treaties of 18o5 explicitly illustrate, by cooperation between the federal government and merchant companies - a lesson that would not be lost on future administrators of Indian atfairs.17

Indian inhabitants of the Mississippi Territory responded to their deteriorating economic position in a variety of ways, evincing a resourceful adaptability among American Indians too often neglected by historians. Beginning in the late eighteenth century, numerous Choctaw families and even some Creek villagers migrated across the Mississippi River and settled in the still-plentiful hunting grounds of the Ouachita, Red, and Atchafalaya river basins.18 As government trade-house records reveal, those who remained in their homelands continued to produce, although at a diminishing rate, deerskins and other furs. Still hoping to perpetuate their exchange economy through adaptation to new circumstances, Indian men and women provided an array of other goods and services to the trade stores. On 21 September 1807 the Choctaw factor, Joseph Chambers, bought a “small Brown horse” from a Choctaw named Annuckwyer for fifty dollars. In January 1809 he “Bartered with an Indian” two yards of stroud valued at $ 3.50 for a “Canoe” [pirogue] that he gave to the trade house. During the five years from 1809 through 1813, the Choctaw factory received $2.2,877 worth of raw deerskins (44,232 skins), $4,109 worth of dressed deerskins, raccoon, lynx, and other miscellaneous pelts, $1,749 worth of beeswax (7,958 pounds), $145 worth of tallow (1,161 pounds),$249worthofcorn (443 barrels), and $24 worth of snakeroot (96 pounds). Indians occasionally sold their labor to the trade house in exchange for merchandise, working as boat hands, messengers, and day workers. In May 1817 thirteen Choctaw women spent a day and four Choctaw men three days “beating skins” for their board, valued at thirty-seven and a half cents per day for each worker. A Choctaw named Tichbayan earned $ 5. 50 cash for carrying “sundry packets and letters” from the government agent in the Choctaw nation to Fort St. Stephens.19

Many Indians became seasonal laborers on fanns and plantations of the Mississippi Territory, constituting the cotton economy’s first migrant work force. “The pine woods ... between the Choctaw nation and the inhabitants of the Mississippi territory,” Fortescue Cuming observed in 1808, “does not prevent the Indians from bringing their squaws every fall and winter to aid in gathering in the cotton crop, for which they are paid in blankets, stroud (a blue cloth used by them for clothing), handkerchiefs, and worsted binding of various colours besides other articles of manufactured Page 81 →goods, which are charged to them at most exorbitant prices.”20 John A. Watkins recalled his first acquaintance with the Choctaws in 1813-14, “as they came into Jefferson Co. in the fall and winter in large numbers, the women to pick cotton, the men to hunt in the Louisiana swamps.” From bark-covered huts that were always left open on the south side, hunters pursued deer and bear across the Mississippi while women worked in cotton fields east of the river. When John McKee arrived at the Choctaw agency in November 1814 to recruit warriors, he “found the towns abandoned, the people had either gone hunting or into the settlements to pick cotton.”21

Choctaws also used the bustling towns of Mobile and Natchez as marketplaces for the produce of their own villages and camps. Throughout the eighteenth century the Gulf port of Mobile had been a very familiar place for Choctaw trade, and many families continued to market foodstuffs, pelts, horses, baskets, and firewood there well into the nineteenth century.22 Over the territorial years of Mississippi history, however, Choctaws made their most prominent urban presence felt at the Mississippi River town of Natchez. Indian visitors were accustomed to receiving presents and provisions from Spanish officials at Natchez, but formal gift-giving declined under American dominion. “I have no Presents to make, and very seldom supply them with provisions,” reported Governor Claiborne in 1802, “but they notwithstanding, will not, & cannot be persuaded to remain in their own lands.” The United States’s infraction of official protocol was exacerbated by frequent acts of ill treatment and violence committed against Indian travelers by territorial citizens. With as many as three hundred Choctaw men, women, and children encamped within six miles of town, Claiborne admitted to Secretary of State James Madison in April that it was “difficult to shield the Indians from much violence.” Contributing to tense relations, Indians in and around Natchez frequently killed livestock, robbed households, and begged for food - partly expressions of protest against the government’s penury and partly acts of desperation during famine.23

Illegal forms of economic exchange sometimes tested the diplomacy of native and territorial leaders alike. Laws prohibiting the sale of alcohol to Indians were less enforceable in cities than within Indian nations. Deerskins, bear oil, and venison carried into Natchez by Choctaws, as described by John Watkins, “were usually exchanged for blankets, stroud & calico supplemented by a jug of whiskey.” In a letter to Ochchumrney, a chief of the Upper Choctaw district, Claiborne pleaded helplessness: “Brothers! when the Choctaws come to Natchez I do everything I can to keep whiskey from them, but some of my bad men will sell liquor to the Indians.” Most injuries Page 82 →and deaths suffered by Indians in town involved intoxication. In April 1803, for example, a drunken brawl between some Choctaws and Mississippi River boatmen at the Natchez landing resulted in several Indian men being wounded, one mortally.24 Fear of reprisal in such cases caused territorial officials to pay merchandise to relatives of victims in compensation of their loss. The Choctaws insisted upon trying and punishing their own people when they were accused of criminal activity, but the governor often threatened to deal with them “according to the White People’s Laws.”25 Acquittal by the territorial court of most persons responsible for Indian fatalities deepened resentment. In November 1812 a man named Lewis accused an Indian of stealing his gun “and by way of satisfaction tied him to a tree and gave him about thirty lashes.” Lewis released him from the tree but left his hands tied, and the Indian apparently fell to his death from the Natchez bluff. When the perpetrator of this deed was acquitted of murder, Governor David Holmes anticipated “that the friends of the Indian will not be satisfied with this verdict.”26

Occasional altercations and depredations tested the jurisdictional boundaries between Indian country and U.S. territory and therefore received notable attention in official records. But more prosaic forms of exchange between Indians and non-Indians in Natchez did not go unnoticed. Visitors described in detail a ubiquitous presence of Choctaws in the city’s ethnically heterogeneous populace. They peddled goods on the streets, worked for wages at the dock, and played ball on the outskirts of town.27 In l8o8 boats were being greeted at the Natchez landing by a musical band of about forty Indian men, women, and children. Some played wind, percussive, and string instruments made from cane, while a drummer struck a two-gallon tin kettle covered with a buckskin. Their solemn march to the arriving boat, climaxed in dance and song, was reminiscent of the calumet ceremonies that greeted so many travelers in previous centuries. Only now, these Indian musicians expected “a little money, whiskey, or provisions” from passengers either stopping or disembarking at the busy Natchez docks.28

In and around their own villages, meanwhile, Mississippi Indians also initiated some adaptive changes in order to improve the economic base of their diminishing tribal domains. Many had been raising livestock for some time, but at the beginning of the nineteenth century that activity became a more important means of livelihood with significant impact on settlement patterns. As more grazing land was needed and as immigrants and travelers created a demand for foodstuffs, Indian villages began to spread outward from Page 83 →their previously more compact centers. The process was most visible among the Upper Creeks, many of whom settled on the outskirts of their towns as they became more attentive to cattle, hogs, and horses. The inhabitants of Hoithlewalli, for example, formed new settlements with fenced-in fields along the small tributaries of the Oakfuskee Creek, once reserved by the town for bear hunting and now providing “delightful range for stock.”29 Choctaw and Chickasaw farmers also homesteaded outward from their villages during the early territorial period. Traveling from Natchez to the Chickasaw nation in the summer of 1805, Dr. Rush Nutt observed some Choctaws “building log houses & cultivating the earth in corn, cotton, & other garden vegetables.” Farther along the Natchez Trace - at Chukasalaya, Estockshish, and Bear Creek - he found Chickasaws establishing supply stations for travelers, raising “plenty of hogs & cattle,” and farming grain crops. Chickasaw families were also settling westward in the Yazoo delta in order to use better range for their horses, cattle, and hogs.30

Although the expanding cotton economy ultimately threatened to displace the frontier exchange economy, Lower Mississippi Valley Indians in the early nineteenth century had good reason to expect that accommodation to new challenges would help preserve their autonomy and territory. Over the eighteenth century, after all, Indians had adopted European and African food crops, developed their own herds of livestock, and traded those and other items to colonists. In keeping with that pattern of effective adaptation, Indian villagers in the Mississippi Territory began to grow their own cotton for the export market. As early as 1801 about twelve Choctaw families reportedly “commenced the culture of cotton.” Chickasaws were soon bringing cotton produced in their own fields to the federal store at Chickasaw Bluffs. George Colbert, a chief and planter of mixed descent, built a cotton gin for himself and fellow Chickasaws who raised cotton at what became the town of Cotton Gin Port on the upper Tombigbee River.31 Deerskin traders Abram Mordecai and John and William Price established gins at “Weathersford’s racetrack” and “the Boat Yard,” both along the Alabama River, where they began purchasing cotton produced by Creek farmers.32

Indian communities in the Mississippi Territory continued to create economic niches for settlers and slaves, although their deerskin trade was rapidly declining in regional importance. Before the region became a U.S. territory, as already seen, many French and English traders had established their deerskin commerce in particular villages by marrying Indian women. Into the nineteenth century many of their offspring continued to play prominent roles in the regional economy and were joined by American newcomers IicensedPage 84 → by the territorial government. As transportation on roads through Indian country increased, some of those traders even opened facilities that provided food and lodging to travelers. In addition to the actual traders who dealt directly with Indian villagers, Indian commerce employed black as well as white laborers at several different tasks: transporting products by packhorses or by boats, helping to preserve and to pack the deerskins, and doing construction work on the facilities. At both private trade firms and government factories, settlers worked for wages, and slaves were hired out by their owners. The experience among Indians gained by some slaves, particularly those owned by whites and Indians engaged in trade, was evident to early territorial wimesses by the presence of African Americans in settlements and villages who could interpret between the various Indian languages and English.33

Obstacles to landownership and uncertainties of cotton production during the territorial years challenged settlers in Mississippi to find means of livelihood that resembled the Indian mixture of hunting, farming, and herding. That adaptation by whites to the cotton market, more than the production of cotton itself, brought them face to face with local Indians. Before the United States even began to survey land in the Mississippi Territory, an estimated two thousand settlers had already squatted on unused lands. Governor Claiborne expressed hope in late 1802 “that these Citizens may be secured in their improvements, and that the Government will sell out the Vacant land in this district upon moderate terms and in small tracts to actual settlers.” U.S. land policy, however, was committed to selling large rectangular tracts of land for revenues drastically needed by the treasury. Thus in March 1803 Congress extended to the Mississippi Territory the prescription that a minimum of 3 20 acres had to be purchased at two dollars per acre with one-fourth of the cost paid in cash at the sale or the registration. For people actually migrating into the territory, that system caused much anxiety because it encouraged speculation by land companies and required a minimum purchase unaffordable to many settlers.34

Several hundred Mississippi petitioners, many of them drawn to the region by the prospects of growing cotton, asked Congress in 1803 to encourage small holdings instead of large holdings, to prohibit land speculation, to reduce the national army, and to inhibit the spread of slavery. Congress responded to appeals by discontented territorial settlers both north and south of the Ohio River with new legislation in 1804 instituting the public sale of smaller tracts, 160 acres in quarter-sections, and reducing the minimum auction price to $1.25 per acre. Conditions in the Mississippi Territory, however,Page 85 → militated against a speedy and democratic distribution of land. The survey of lands languished for a long time, and public auctions of available tracts did not begin until August 1809. As reported by William Lattimore in 18o6, the expectation by families moving into the region “of being able to purchase lands of the Government ... has not been realized.” Not enough cleared land existed for them to rent from those who already owned landed property, and the cost of purchasing land from private sellers “was beyond their resources.” The only other alternatives available to settlers were to return to their home states, to acquire land “upon the easiest terms” in the Spanish colony of Florida, and to squat on vacant lands of the United States in hope of securing preemption rights to their improvements; most migrants to the Mississippi Territory chose the last, although an unknown number did resort to the other alternatives. But just when claimants were allowed to begin purchasing their preempted lands in 1809, the price of cotton began to drop sharply mainly because of the embargo imposed by the federal government in 1808. Although cotton in New Orleans had been dropping slightly from a high of twenty-five cents per pound in September 1805, after the embargo the price plummeted to twelve cents by September 1809.35

Farmers now faced the bleak prospect of forfeiting their newly acquired property, having counted on a promising income from cotton produced for the English market to pay off the installments due on their lands. As the territory entered the second decade of the nineteenth century, mounting hostility from the Creek Indians and impending war against Great Britain deepened uncertainty and instability, pushed down the value of cotton even more, and slowed the sale of public lands. In one petition sent to Congress by inhabitants of the Mississippi Territory, the trap that cotton already set for the South - an economy highly sensitive to the price of a single commodity- was dearly defined: “Confiding as we have done on the measures of Government which were intended to restore foreign intercourse, and which held out the probability of success, we have continued to cultivate the article of cotton, to the growth of which our soil is so propitious, and omited all or most other pursuits calculated to command money.”36

Under these circumstances, squatting on the periphery of private landholdings and Indian villages or on federal lands and then raising livestock to sell to planters, townspeople, and newcomers became a pervasive means to economic security. Already familiar with open grazing in the backwoods of Georgia and the Carolinas, many settlers in Mississippi’s promising pine forests acquired cattle, horses, and hogs from Indians. Some bought the animals;Page 86 → others sequestered strays. In time, a family of squatters might earn enough from its own herding to purchase title to the land, or if not, the mobility of livestock eased their relocation to another tract when threatened with eviction. Meanwhile, competition over grazing lands and ambiguity between trading and rustling heightened antagonism in their relations with Indians. Symbiotically, the success of some farmers in producing cotton and buying slaves - by creating a growing market for food - allowed those who were unable or unwilling to grow the staple a distinct avenue to economic security and social autonomy. From that process, among others, emerged the yeoman farmers of the nineteenth-century South, whose intermittent participation in the cotton economy through livestock trade buffered them from the risks of cotton agriculture and yet perpetuated their hopes of becoming slave-owning cotton farmers themselves.37

By the second decade of the nineteenth century, the Mississippi Territory was fast becoming a cotton export region. Within a decade the non-Indian population had surpassed the number of Indians, increasing nearly fivefold to more than twenty-three thousand settlers and seventeen thousand slaves. Although most white settlers still contended with obstacles to land acquisition and relied on multiple means of subsistence, planters who already possessed land or who could afford to purchase some in the private market committed more slaves to the production of more cotton. As one such individual described the process, “here you will ask, what do they want with so many negroes, the answer is, to make more Money - again, you will ask what do they want with so much Money, the answer is to buy more Negroes .... A Mans merit in this country, is estimated, according to the number of Negroes he works in the field.”38

The influx of African-American slaves into the territory affected the economic life of Indians as deeply and equivocally as did white migration. More vulnerable to territorial laws than were Indians, African Americans also struggled to preserve some economic autonomy and resilience within the narrowing interstices of a slave-labor, cotton economy. By trading among themselves and with Indians and whites - in foodstuffs, home manufactures, and even forbidden horses - slaves tried to secure for themselves what is sometimes called an “internal economy,” distinct from but tied to the larger regional system of staple agriculture.39 But legislation and slave patrols discouraged forms of economic exchange and social interaction that had previously brought blacks and Indians together-for example, in weekend marketing on the streets of Natchez. Meanwhile, some individuals Page 87 →within the Indian nations - principally members of trade families with mixed ancestry - were themselves becoming owners of black slaves and planters of cotton. Although those developments eventually generated greater racial separation and stratification between American Indians and African Americans in the Lower Mississippi Valley, they were too nascent before 182.0 to dose all channels of interethnic communication.40

Throughout the colonial period slaves had perceived Indian country as a potential refuge from bondage, and the increasing presence there of blacks owned by tribal members during territorial years may have even encouraged some runaways to take advantage of the confusion accompanying the movement of slaves to and from Indian jurisdictions. Cases of slaves being arrested by U.S. Indian agents for “want of a passport” and disputes over ownership of slaves who “ran away or were stolen” suggest that the blacks involved were playing an active role in creating their uncertain status within Indian country.41 Whether as slaves or as runaways, African Americans who interacted closely with American Indians during the early nineteenth century contributed to the formation of multiracial families and even of scattered communities across the Lower Mississippi Valley. One such community, whose members became known as “Cajuns of Alabama,” grew rapidly during the territorial period along the west bank of the Mobile River; another group known as “Frecjacks” took shape on the Tchefunctc River in Louisiana, along the Natchez-to-New Orleans road.42

Given the potential for increasing tics with blacks, Indians found their own activities and mobility being curtailed by the Mississippi territorial government’s efforts to reinforce the institution of slavery. In addition to federal laws requiring licenses and prohibiting alcohol in Indian trade, which were enforced by all territorial governors, Governor Sargent issued an ordinance in May 1800 to strengthen control jointly over commerce with Indians and slaves in Mississippi.43 “Ebricty of Indians and Negroes on Sundays,” he had complained on arriving in Natchez, made it “a most Abominable place.” Committed to reversing such customary trends, Sargent made the mere sight of an Indian or slave carrying into a house or store “any article which may be supposed for sale, or any bottle, jug or other thing in which liquor may be conveyed” sufficient evidence for convicting the storekeeper or housekeeper.44 An initial law requiring slaves who participated in the Natchez marketplace to carry permits issued by their owners was extended over the entire territory in 1805 to declare that “no person whatsoever shall buy, sell, or receive of, to or from a slave, any commodity whatsoever without the leave or consent of the master, owner or overseer of Page 88 →such slave, expressive of the article so permitted to be bought, sold or bartered.” Guilty persons would pay to receive ten lashes, and owners who allowed a slave “to go at large and trade as a freeman” had to pay a fine of fifty dollars. A statute enacted in 1810 further increased the risk of independent marketing to slaves by making it lawful for any citizen to apprehend a slave suspected of carrying goods without written consent.45

The exchange of two items in particular- cotton and horses - threatened the property of planters and received special attention from lawmakers. In the spring of 1800, slaves were prohibited from the “raising and Vending of Cotton” and from “holding property in horses.” Although some owners apparently permitted those activities, both the need to prevent theft of those valuable products and the desire to limit avenues of financial independence activated a comprehensive prohibition against possession of cotton and horses by slaves. To reduce the chances of petty rustling by black and Indian herdsmen, an act of 4 March 1803 prescribed that “no person whosoever shall send or permit any slave or Indian to go into any of the woods or ranges in the territory, to brand or mark any horse, mare, colt, mule, ass, cattle, sheep, under any pretence whatsoever; unless the slave be in company, and under the direction of some reputable white person.”46

Behind all of the legislative and police action directed against slaves and Indians reigned a deep anxiety over black insurrection, Indian warfare, and even combined rebellion by the two groups. News of a slave revolt that was barely averted in Virginia drove Sargent to address a circular letter of 16 November 1800 to slave owners in the Mississippi Territory, exhorting “the utmost Vigilance” toward all slaves. Recent assaults on two overseers were evidence enough that greater attention to the slave laws had to be given by “all good Citizens.” Fear that the increasing in-migration of slaves would introduce experienced insurgents from other slave regions nearly produced in the territorial legislation a law that would have prohibited the importation of “Male Slaves, above the age of Sixteen.”47

The self-conscious endeavor by white Mississippians to establish slavery safely in the midst of a large Indian population elicited from their officials an obsessive concern with well-organized and trained militias, adequate weaponry, and responsive federal army- all overtly effective means of controlling subjugated ethnic groups. Although military officials repeatedly assured the government that the army and the militia were prepared to quell any outbreak of Indian or black hostility, the very prospect of having to mobilize against rebellion in one part of the territory heightened the fear of exposing another part to concurrent attack. In January 1811 hundreds of slaves in the Page 89 →adjacent territory of Louisiana turned their hoes and axes against planters outside New Orleans. Their march toward the city was quickly and violently stopped by troops of the U.S. Army’s Southern Division, led by the cotton planter General Wade Hampton.48 That revolt, which resulted in the brutal and speedy killing of nearly one hundred African Americans in Louisiana, intensified apprehension in the Mississippi Territory over thinly stretched defenses against both external and internal enemies. The declaration of war against Great Britain in 1812. then brought the fear of racial war on different fronts to a climax. In a letter to General Wilkinson concerning possible withdrawal of troops from the territory for action elsewhere, Governor Holmes recited his faith in the friendship of the Choctaws but warned that “knowledge of our defenceless state ... may tempt them to commit aggressions.” Regarding blacks, Holmes continued, “Of the slaves, who compose so large a portion of our population I entertain much stronger apprehensions. Scarcely a day passes without my receiving some information relative to the designs of those people to insurrect.”49

The Creek War of 1813-14, waged in the eastern valleys of the Mississippi Territory, has recently received skillful attention in regard to both its wide context of international and intertribal affairs and its internal dimension of tribal culture and politics.50 But the function of the military conflict in expanding the cotton economy and in enforcing concomitant racial control is not yet fully appreciated. As already indicated, the territorialization of Mississippi imposed multiple pressures upon Indian societies. In the Creek nation, those pressures provoked increasing rebelliousness from a large segment of its population. Persistent demands by the Forbes company and the U.S. government that trade debts be paid through cessions of land severely tested the patience of Creek villagers. Indian leaders contested debts that were accounted to the nation but that actually had been incurred by individuals whose tribal status they did not recognize. When the company tried to add interest to their account, the Creeks grew angrier, insisting that “there was no word for it in their language” and accusing their old trade partner of wanting “to tear the very flesh off their backs.”51

Further aggravating those issues, settlers were sprawling from the Tennessee and Tombigbee-Alabama Valleys, and territorial militiamen were making frequent border patrols into Creek country. The government’s program of reforming, or “civilizing,” Indian societies, which was aggressively implemented among the Lower Creeks by agent Hawkins, undermined the ability of the Creek nation to respond effectively to such pressures by expeditingPage 90 → the emergence of a new class of acculturated Creek citizens who were themselves becoming cotton planters and slave owners. The tour of the rising Shawnee leader, Tecumseh, among the southern tribes during the summer and fall of 1811 injected into the already factionalized Creek nation a surge of religious nativism and political militance, which took hold most strongly among the angry young men of the Upper Creek towns. In the summer of 1812 the tribal council ordered the execution of a group of Red Sticks, as the rebels were called, who were accused of killing settlers in Tennessee on their return from the town in Indiana where Tecumseh and his brother, the “Shawnee Prophet,” resided. And in November it agreed to pay some twenty-two thousand dollars in debts owed the Forbes company by turning over to the firm each year the tribe’s annuities from the United States. Those two explosive developments helped bring civil war to the Creek people by 1813.52

U.S. intervention against the rebellious Creeks came swiftly and forcefully, making the Mississippi Territory the theater of one of the nation’s bloodiest and most costly Indian wars. In July 1813 a party of Red Sticks, carrying ammunition and other supplies from Pensacola, was attacked by a joint force of territorial militiamen and Lower Creek adversaries. In retaliation Creek rebels attacked Fort Mims at the confluence of the Alabama and the Tombigbee Rivers. On 30 August 1813 approximately 250 of the men, women, and children who had sought refuge inside the fort were killed during a siege that lasted five hours. News of the “massacre,” which included reports that black slaves had joined the Red Sticks, threw the Mississippi Territory and adjacent states into an alarm that speedily mobilized soldiers and citizens into action.53

The invasion of Upper Creek country by four separate armies of militiamen and federal troops proved to be a painful experience for Indians and non-Indians. Red Stick fighters and their families managed to evade U.S. soldiers and their Indian allies, who in turn resorted to burning abandoned villages to the ground. After suffering ten months of sickness, hunger, desertion, and severe discipline, the invading armies backed the Creek rebels into a bend of the Tallapoosa River. On 2 7 March 1814 approximately one thousand Red Sticks stood up against a combined force of fourteen hundred whites, five hundred Cherokees, and one hundred Lower Creeks in the Battle of Horseshoe Bend, losing by the end of the day approximately eight hundred tribesmen killed. Having led personally the western Tennessee volunteers and provided much of the strategy in the Creek War, Andrew Jackson - a merchant, planter, and land speculator long interested in the MississippiPage 91 → Territory - received command of the U.S. Army’s Seventh Military District and proceeded to impose a peace treaty on the Creek nation. The beleaguered Creek leaders who signed the Treaty of Fort Jackson on 9 August 1814 agreed to cede fourteen million acres of landmore than one-half of present-day Alabama - even though most of them were Lower Creeks who had not rebelled against the United States.54

The military subjugation of the Creek Indians greatly accelerated the transformation of ethnic relations already underway in the Mississippi Territory. Indian trade in deerskins and other forms of frontier exchange would never return to their former importance in the Lower Mississippi Valley, forcing most Indian villagers to become marginal participants in the emerging cotton economy while allowing some to accumulate their own property in cotton lands and black slaves. Although banditry and violence would continue to serve many Indians in Mississippi and Alabama as means of resistance, the Creek War demonstrated the futility and danger of military confrontation and drove surviving militants out of the territory and into Florida. The Creek land cession that resulted from their defeat drastically contracted the area of Indian country and intensified the physical isolation of Indian villages from other inhabitants. Furthermore, the sudden availability of so much land to settlers, coinciding with the post-Napoleonic expansion of the demand for cotton in Europe, set in motion the great wave of public land sales and immigration that guaranteed the dominance of cotton agriculture over the territory’s political offspring - the states of Mississippi and Alabama.

The “Alabama Fever,” as the postwar boom in land sales and cotton production was called, revived the conflict between immigrant settlers and land speculators. As the average price of public land in the Creek cession rose above five dollars per acre by 1818, crowds of angry squatters assembled at land auctions to push for registration of their claims at the minimum price. Hostility toward large purchasers was tempered, however, by the heady climb of cotton prices above thirty cents per pound. Eager to produce for such an export market, small farmers and wealthy planters alike borrowed more and more money in order to purchase both land and labor. In 1817, the year in which Alabama became a separate territory and Mississippi acquired statehood, cotton annually exported from the region exceeded seventeen million pounds. The fragile financial basis of the expansion, though, soon reached its breaking point. Just as Alabama was becoming a state, cotton prices plummeted in the panic of 1819 well below twenty cents per pound Page 92 →and stranded Alabamians with a land debt of eleven million dollars. But the cotton export economy had already taken hold of land and labor across the South. Following a short period of contraction and adjustment, white Mississippians and Alabamians proceeded to import more slaves from eastern states and to expand cotton production across more land, of course borrowing more money to finance both.55

Development of a cotton economy drastically altered social and economic relations of Indian peoples with citizens and slaves in the Mississippi Territory. The U.S. government, through its own trade houses and with cooperation from private companies, pressured Indian tribes into making repeated cessions of land. In the concomitant transfer of public land into the private market, the federal government allowed speculation by land companies and made ownership difficult for early-nineteenth-century migrants. Settlers coped with that obstacle and with the uncertainty of cotton production through means of livelihood similar to those of neighboring Indians. Territorial laws meanwhile restricted the economic activities of slaves and limited their interaction with free individuals, confining them more to the production of cotton for their owners. The Creek War, more than any other action, accelerated the physical confinement of Indians into ethnic enclaves. By 1820 an American Indian population of more than 30,000 persons was surrounded by 42,000 whites and 33,000 blacks in the state of Mississippi and by another 85,000 whites and 41,000 blacks in Alabama.56

While a new socioeconomic order originated from those processes, the strategies used to mitigate or to avert them created undercurrents of resistance that have been only slowly and inadequately uncovered by historians. The different economic adaptations selected variably by Indian inhabitants of the Mississippi Territory greatly influenced impending struggles over removal, with some committed to commercial agriculture becoming the most staunch defenders of tribal homclands.57 Slaves in Mississippi and Alabama, meanwhile, continued to take economic initiatives in defiance of their owners’ economic interests, maintaining a market in self-produced and pilfered goods reminiscent of earlier exchange with Indians and settlers. Although they had greater freedom of choice, nonslaveholding whites also struggled to secure a safe, albeit uneasy, relationship with the cotton export market. Becoming endemic to life in the nineteenth-century South, those widespread attempts to minimize dependence on the expanding cotton economy made the conquest of peoples and places by King Cotton more tenuous and complex than perhaps the participants themselves believed it to be. Old Carothers McCaslin bought the land, as portended by William Faulkner, “with Page 93 →white man’s money from the wild men whose grandfathers without guns hunted it, and tamed and ordered or believed he had tamed and ordered it for the reason that the human beings he held in bondage and in the power of life and death had removed the forest from it and in their sweat scratched the surface of it to a depth of perhaps fourteen inches in order to grow something out of it which had not been there before and which could be translated back into the money he who believed he had bought it had had to pay to get it and hold it.”58

Page 94 →
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Page 95 →
Six Economic Strategies of American Indians in Louisiana during the Territorial and Early Statehood Era

Struggles in the realm of livelihood constitute an important borderland of American Indian adaptation and resistance to U.S. expansionism. Whether studying fur trade networks or reservation economies, historians are finally scrutinizing the initiatives taken by Indians themselves to maintain desirable forms of subsistence and exchange on their own terms. The diplomatic, military, and legal channels taken by American Indians in their struggles for independence have been well understood as strategies consciously selected by tribes. Choices made by Indian groups in the sphere of economic life, on the other hand, were less appreciated as calculated decisions about survival and identity. By focusing on economic strategies pursued by Indians in different colonial situations, historians are beginning to replace the stereotype of passive victims of dependency with a more accurate picture of resourceful participants in economic change.1

Many southern Indians during the early nineteenth century took up the production of cotton as a cash crop in order to reconcile their own interests with the forces of commercial encroachment. Some even became slaveowning planters.2 Less familiar to us than this form of adaptation, however, was a more common Indian response to economic change. Many American Indians in the South resisted total subordination or relinquishment to the expanding cotton economy by marginalizing it within their own livelihood. Providing goods and services to local markets on a seasonal basis, activities that might themselves be considered marginal, actually helped Indians mitigate the immediate impact of capitalist expansion.3

American Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley also used these economic strategies to redefine their cultural autonomy within a rapidly changing society. A new body of anthropological work in other regions has explored how American Indian groups shaped and reshaped their identity through economic relationships with colonial partners or patrons. As Indian communities lost control over their land and its resources to outside Page 96 →commercial interests, the symbolic or discursive value of subsistence practices became instrumental in the maintenance of a cultural boundary with others.4 By representing their knowledge about local environments through an adaptive mix offoraging and farming practices and then defending their rights to this activity, Indians in Louisiana during the early nineteenth century tried to compensate somewhat for the loss of their land to the United States. Their separate identity in the midst of a skyrocketing number of American settlers and slaves came to depend more than ever on specialized production and seasonal migration on the margins of a plantation economy.

Amidst the establishment by the United States of the Mississippi Territory in 1798 and the Orleans Territory in 1804, Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley played an active and dynamic role in adapting familiar means of subsistence and avenues of trade to new circumstances. Here we will explore how American Indians in the area that became the state of Louisiana coped with and adjusted to an encroaching plantation economy through their own production and exchange activities. Although subsistence needs and economic interests varied across the Indian population, all native communities sought some combination of pursuits that might protect their cultural and political autonomy while permitting them to participate in the wider society and economy. The dynamics of this process have been closely studied in parallel situations across Latin America but remain relatively obscure for Indians of North America.5

The struggles of Louisiana Indians in the political sphere of intercultural relations are somewhat more familiar than those in the socioeconomic one, and both were of course interconnected. In the Lower Mississippi Valley’s uncertain international setting at the beginning of the nineteenth century, tribal delegates tried to perpetuate political ties with Spanish officials in both Florida and Louisiana. When some Choctaw chiefs visited New Orleans during the winter of 1799-1800, the Spanish government’s Indian interpreter greeted them with presents and emphasized that “the Spaniards and Americans are now at peace, but are like two Traders in the same Town in their Nation, who are struggling who can get the most Skins -when they meet they Speak to each other, and behave with seeming friendship, though there is still a sourness in their hearts and in his most, who has the Smallest share of the Trade.”6 With messages like this reaching tribes from across the international boundary, Governor Winthrop Sargent of the newly formed Mississippi Territory of the United States had good reason to worry about his lack of gifts for distributing to Indian visitors and his need for an official Page 97 →Choctaw interpreter at Natchez. But the secret cession of Louisiana from Spain to France in 1800 worked in favor of the United States, as Chickasaw and Choctaw emissaries grew frustrated with administrative confusion and indifference at New Orleans. A flutter of diplomatic activity broke out in 1803, when the French prefect arrived in New Orleans with abundant gifts. Only a few months after President Thomas Jefferson referred to “a light French breeze” reaching the Indians, a Creek chief in New Orleans warmly welcomed Pierre-Clement de Laussat with the words, “I have often thought that a huge cloud covered our horizon, but that a wind blowing from the other side of the great lake would arise and disperse it.” The purchase of Louisiana from France, however, suddenly halted the prospect of diplomatic relief from the darkening cloud of U.S. dominion.7

The Louisiana Purchase gave territorial officials in Mississippi greater leeway to administer U.S. Indian policy more aggressively. For Indians inhabiting that territory, this meant that diplomacy was reduced exclusively to relations with a nation bent on their dispossession. Jefferson implored Congress to make the Louisiana Purchase itself “the means of tempting all our Indians on the east side of the Mississippi to remove to the west.” In the act that divided this vast acquisition into the new territories of Orleans and Louisiana in l8o4, the national legislature authorized the president “to stipulate with any Indian tribes residing thereon, for an exchange of lands, the property of the United States, on the west side of the Mississippi, in case the said tribes shall remove and settle thereon.”8 Like the Cherokees and Creeks farther east, Choctaws and Chickasaws living in villages nearest the Mississippi River were immediately targeted for negotiating such an exchange. Ephraim Kirby, land commissioner and judge in the Mississippi Territory, informed Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin in 1804 that at least some of the Indian nations had to be removed before the Tombigbee River valley “can become extensively useful.” He thought that the Choctaws could be easily persuaded “to exchange their country for a portion of the wilderness of Louisiana,,, opening for cotton agriculture “a great tract of the best part of the United States.”9 But as we know, Choctaw and Chickasaw resistance to this design on their lands was strong enough to blunt Jefferson’s initially aggressive approach and thereby postpone effective removal agreements until the 1820s.

The Indian population of the Orleans Territory, subject to U.S. policy beginning in 1804, comprised a widely dispersed melange of ancient inhabitants and new migrants, all seeking a stable economic relationship with a Page 98 →more rapidly growing non-Indian population. As many as five thousand Indians then lived in the area that became the present state of Louisiana. Along the Mississippi below its confluence with the Red River, Houmas, Tunicas, and some Alibamons lived in villages interspersed among the region’s largest plantations. Small communities of Chitimachas occupied the Atchafalaya basin, while just west of Bayou Teche stood a village of Atakapas and another of Opelousas. Along the Red River below Natchitoches there were several different villages of Biloxis, Apalaches, Alibamons, Pascagoulas, Chahtos, and Tensaws - groups that had crossed the Mississippi during the 1760s.10

Farther up the Red River, one thousand people of the Caddo nation were facing new challenges and opportunities during the early nineteenth century. As the most populous single group of Louisiana Indians, the Caddos occupied the borderland between U.S. territory and Spanish Texas. They had long benefited from rich agricultural resources, access to plains buffalo, and trade ties with eastern and western Indians. In the new geopolitical setting of the early 1800s, their location enhanced their diplomatic leverage with officials in Orleans Territory. Yet Caddo society and economy suffered from mounting pressures - old and new. The Osages to the north stepped up raids against Caddo villages, as immigrant groups of both Indians and whites moved into the Red River valley. The Caddos attempted to maintain ties with both Spanish and U.S. governments, although measures taken by Louisiana and Texas authorities to stop contraband trade across the disputed international boundary weakened the Indians’ trade position. Fears over American filibusters, frontier bandits, and runaway slaves to the Spanish province further destabilized the western border of the Orleans Territory.11

A growing number of Indian migrants were permanently settling in the Orleans Territory, as a mobile Indian populace of itinerant traders and wage laborers crossed the Mississippi River from the east. Migration itself constituted an economic strategy, allowing for flexible and even innovative responses to sudden change. Goods and services provided by Indians in Natchez and elsewhere in the Mississippi Territory, as already seen, were part of a wider Indian access to Mississippi River traffic during the early nineteenth century. Countless camps of Indian families frequented the banks of the river, being perceived oftentimes as indigent outcasts and marauders. But a growing number of eastern Indians - Shawnees, Delawares, and Cherokees among others - traveled in small groups along the Mississippi and its tributaries in order to gather food for their own subsistence and Page 99 →for trade.12 Between New Madrid and New Orleans these newcomers, along with Quapaws, Chickasaws, and Choctaws, engaged in ubiquitous exchanges with settlers, slaves, and sojourners. For such items as cloth, blankets, gunpowder, and liquor, these camps commonly traded peltry, game, wild fruits, bear oil, and honey.13

Various groups of Upper Creeks and Choctaws were making lands west of the Mississippi their new home, just as this territory became part of the United States. Since the 1770s Choctaw hunting parties had been expanding their wintertime exploitation of deer and other game west of the Mississippi. Clashes with the Caddos and more westerly Indians caused Spanish administrators many headaches, but futile efforts to contain the Choctaws gave way to a policy of territorial retrenchment through which many of these newcomers received rights to particular locales within Louisiana.14 The commandant of Fort Miro on the Ouachita River complained about Choctaws moving into his district in the spring of 1787, when two Choctaw men took ten horses from white settlers on Bayou Bartholomew by threatening to kill them. But during the winter of 1788-89, Jean Baptiste Filhiol expressed a better opinion of some Choctaws trading at the fort.15

By the Louisiana Purchase at least fifteen hundred Choctaws had settled west of the Mississippi River. Two villages were situated around a trading post on the Ouachita River, near present-day Monroe, and were joined every winter by additional Choctaws who came only seasonally into this rich hunting land. South of Red River were two more Choctaw communities, one on Bayou Chico and another on Bayou Boeuf.16 Coushattas began migrating across the Mississippi from Creek country during the 1790s, numbering by the Louisiana Purchase about five hundred people who lived along the Sabine River near present-day Toledo Bend Dam. Approximately one hundred Pacanas, another Creek group, were situated forty miles southeast on the Calcasieu River. After 1804 some Coushattas from the Sabine joined a group of AJibamons who resettled themselves on the Red River, 120 miles above Natchitoches, at the site of an abandoned Caddo town.17

U.S. trade and intercourse Jaws were extended to all of these Indian inhabitants of Orleans Territory through the congressional act of 26 March 1804 that created two territories out of the Louisiana Purchase. The first territorial governor of Orleans was William Claiborne, formerly governor of the Mississippi Territory and therefore an official already familiar with Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley. Among his earliest deeds in Louisiana Indian affairs, Claiborne issued licenses to Indian traders. Bartholomew Schaumberg, for example, received permission to establish posts at both Page 100 →Natchitoches and Ouachitas “for the purposes of carrying on trade with such neighboring Indians as may choose to visit those posts.” District commandants were authorized to stop persons without licenses from trading with Indians and to prevent the sale of alcoholic beverages to Indians. A license required the trader to submit four thousand dollars as security “with a condition that he will traffic with the Indians for Peltry alone.” Officials feared that traders would purchase horses and other plunder that might be smuggled by Indians from Texas into Louisiana.18 In 1805 Dr. John Sibley was appointed Indian agent and a federal trade house was established at Natchitoches. The governor in New Orleans, unlike predecessors of the French and Spanish periods, had minimal contact with Indian delegations, receiving the nearby Houmas only occasionally. Formal Indian relations in the entire region were now divided among agents at St. Stephens, Chickasaw Bluffs, and Natchitoches, with the respective governors of Mississippi and Orleans territories responsible for supervising policy.19

The economic interests of the Orleans Territory Indian populace varied somewhat from group to group, so strategies of livelihood differed according to previous experiences with production and exchange activities or to proximity to non-Indian settlements and towns. Many of the Indian migrants to Louisiana were trying to perpetuate hunting for the commercial market, whether seeking new sources of game or evading debts owed merchants in Mississippi. Trade with Indian hunters in the Ouachita and Red River drainages provided a profitable income to many white settlers in the Orleans Territory, while the government trade house established at Natchitoches provided another convenient market.20 Charles Robin met Choctaw families descending the Black River in two pirogues loaded with bear- and deerskins, venison, tallow, and bear oil. Farther upriver he visited an encampment of about a dozen families. “The men were away hunting, scattered throughout the countryside,” and the women “impatient to see what we had to trade.” Each family occupied a small, palmetto-thatched hut. Among the foods prepared by the women were gruel and cakes made from the bulbs of the smilax plant. Household possessions noticed by Robin included chickens and dogs, pots made of iron, copper, wood, and clay, and racks for drying pelts and meat.21

When the Coushattas moved from the Opelousas district of Louisiana to the Sabine River around 1802, they intensively hunted black bears as well as white-tailed deer for the regional market. In 18o6 fifteen men, women, and children from this group visited Natchitoches following a bear hunt along Page 101 →the Sabine and informed John Sibley that they had killed one hundred and eighteen bears. Each bear ordinarily yielded from eight to ten gallons of oil, but that year the bears were apparently less fat than usual. One Coushatta man alone killed four hundred deer along the Sabine over the summer and fall months and sold the skins at forty dollars per hundred. A gallon of bear oil never sold for less than a dollar, according to Sibley, and each bearskin brought another dollar. The Coushattas traded heavily in bear oil and skins, but consumed and sold very little of the meat. “What the hunters don’t use when out,” the agent reported, “they generally give to their dogs.”22

The livelihood of most Louisiana Indian communities depended upon a mixture of activities: farming, herding, fishing, gathering, hunting, and providing goods and services to the local economy. With only a modicum of knowledge about the “many little tribes” in Orleans Territory, William Claiborne informed Thomas Jefferson in I8o8 that “hunting continues a favorite pursuit; Agriculture and the raising of stock are but partially attended to; But the men are often useful, in assisting Boats in navigating the Mississippi and its waters: And the women have of late turned their attention to manufactures.” Sending samples along with his letter, Claiborne told the president that “they make a variety of Baskets and mats which are exchanged with the white Citizens for provisions and dothing.”23

Claiborne and other white observers tended to perceive these various activities as overlapping phases in a sequential evolution, assuming that all Indians had been less farmer and more hunter in their past. What they failed to discern, consequently, was a strategy of subsistence in the face of volatile economic changes. With formerly essential resources threatened by encroachment or depletion, Indians sought a new combination of production and exchange activities. “Titey are peaceable and friendly to everybody,” agent John Sibley noted in 1805 about the inhabitants of the Atakapa village twenty miles west of St. Martinville. They “labor occasionally, for the white inhabitants; raise their own com, have cattle and hogs.” New Orleans merchant James Pitot also observed that across southern Louisiana the survivors of various Indian tribes “keep themselves busy either by farming or navigation on the waterways.”24

The account of a journey through the Atchafalaya basin taken by James Cathcart, a U.S. navy surveyor commissioned to survey live oak and red cedar timber, vividly captures how this combination of production and exchange activities worked for some Indians in the area. For his reconnaissance of the wetland forest in 1819, Cathcart employed a Chitimacha pilot named Charles from an Indian village on Bayou Plaquemine. Traveling Page 102 →across Grand Lake, Cathcart’s party visited a small island community known as “Postions settlement” - where families of mixed Indian, African, and European descent lived. “They seemed to live as comfortable as the lower class of whites do in general,” observed Cathcart. The three huts framed with cypress timber and covered with palmetto leaves, in fact, resembled what was the typical dwelling of trappers and fishermen in south Louisiana well into the twentieth century. Their fields contained an abundance of com, pumpkins, and turnips, with horses and cattle grazing around the village. In describing how these Indians turned down ears of corn “to preserve the grain from the birds; & weather,” Cathcart delivered a narrow class and sectional judgment: “they as well as the whites in this country, are too lazy to take it in, faster than they want to use it.” Postion was the chief of this community who spoke “barbarous french, & a little english besides his own tongue.” He and his son had just returned from a hunting trip, apparently intoxicated, with “Bear, Deer, & Racoon skins, with Venison & wild ducks.” Cathcart was informed by Charles about Postion’s reputation as “a great Scoundrel,” but was treated kindly by his host. Before departing the next morning, Cathcart purchased from Postion “a small Batteaux, a duck, some venison, & pompions, on reasonable terms.”25

As in Mississippi, American Indians in the Orleans Territory also marketed food, peltry, and household manufactures in towns and settlements.26 These visits were not all business, however, since Indians also socialized with and sometimes entertained town residents during their stay. In May 18o7, for example, a group of Choctaws played the ball game called toli in their language, more widely known as stickball or lacrosse, against some Pascagoulas in Natchitoches. Indian men and women on both sides bet horses, guns, jewelry, and clothing. With twenty-four players on each team and twelve points needed for victory, the first game was won by the Choctaws. In a rematch two days later with some changes in team lineups, the Pascagoulas beat the Choctaws. “Their Agility & exertion is astonishing to Spectators, & very Interesting,” John Sibley wrote about all players. “They Often hurt one Another by Blows & falls, Brake & Deslocate Bones & Joints, & Sometimes Kill One Another, but Never get Angry or resent Anything that is done in the game of Ball. If one ever discovers any Anger or resentment, he is tum’d Out as disqualified, & not Suffered to play in a Match Again, which is deem’d very disgracefull.”27

New Orleans, a city of eighty-five hundred people by 1805, was an important way station for the seasonal and itinerant strategies of many Indian families. As they had done for most of the eighteenth century, groups of Page 103 →Houmas, Chitimachas, and Choctaws frequently camped on the outskirts of the city.28 Well into the nineteenth century, Indians gathered in large numbers to market their goods, participate in carnivals, and play ball games. Although the Crescent City was no longer a center of Indian diplomacy, as will be explained in the next chapter, Indian people in the Lower Mississippi Valley continued to make it a part of their social and economic life for some time to come.

In their economic resourcefulness, American Indians in Louisiana resembled those in the Mississippi Territory; they also faced similar economic problems. The in-migration of aspiring cotton and sugar planters, some bringing slave laborers with them, circumscribed Louisiana Indian communities. Small-scale farming, hunting, gathering, and herding eventually became difficult, as more and more land underwent commercial agriculture. More immediate pressure, however, came in the form of trade indebtedness. With the value of bottomlands skyrocketing, traders induced Indian villagers to pay their outstanding debts by selling land along Louisiana’s waterways. In the long run, this process created a legal morass through which contemporary Indians in the state are still trudging. In the meantime these land sales helped sustain Indian communities through generally adverse conditions while contributing to rapid changes in their composition and location. Indians in the wetlands and prairies of south Louisiana were selling bits and pieces of their habitats since the 1770s. In June 1801, for example, Champana Unzaga of the Chitimachas sold to Antoine Lanclos thirty-five arpents of land at one of their two villages along Bayou Lafourche.29

West of the Atchafalaya basin, Atakapa and Opelousa communities sold parcels of land to settlers in order to eke out a living under increasingly precarious circumstances. The spread of livestock herds raised by some settlers threatened the hunting grounds as well as village sites of Indians in southwestern Louisiana. In transactions dating back to 1784 and 1799, an Atakapa chief named La Tortue sold land to cattle ranchers. Some Indians moved away from their villages to find unoccupied land for hunting and gathering. Others remained on land now owned by whites. As Indian families relied on credit issued by wealthier settlers, parcels of land still claimed by Indians were deeded to creditors. An Atakapa named John transferred thirty-two hundred arpents along Bayou Ouache to Louis and Pierre Richard on s January 1801, testifying “that he had sold the land to the claimants, and received his pay for it a long time before.”30

During the first decade of the nineteenth century, villagers in the Red Page 104 →River valley ceded much of their land to William Miller and Alexander Fulton, merchants at Rapides. In May 1801 a Choctaw village sold its land along Bayou Bocuf to this partnership in order to pay debts amounting to $ 3, 714; $2,302 of this amount went to Miller and Fulton while the remainder went to four other creditors. Biloxis and Pascagoulas then living on Bayou Bocuf made a similar transaction with Mil1er and Fulton, meeting debts that totaled $6,048 and receiving $1,soo in merchandise for their village sites. These same Rapides merchants acquired title to 11,230 arpents of land along the Red River in December l8o3 when they canceled $2,6oo of Pascagoula and Tensaw debts and promised these Indians $ 5 ,200 in cash for their villages. Since these lands were bought for speculative purposes, the Indian residents were usually allowed to continue inhabiting them for some time.31 ‘“The small tribes of Indians, which reside on the Washita, and on the Red river," one army officer reported in 1818, “subsist principally on vegetables and domestic animals. Game has become so scarce in those parts of the country, that there is now but little inducement to pursue the chase.”32

In addition to debt and land pressures, American Indians in the Orleans Territory faced mounting restrictions on their exchange activities as local and territorial authorities tried to make the region safer for slavery. As in Mississippi, interaction between Indians and blacks was increasingly viewed as dangerous to the security and property of slaveowners. Laws pertaining to alcohol usually prohibited vendors from selling liquor or wine to both slaves and Indians. Peddlers faced stronger vigilance over their visits to Indian communities and plantations as parish officials enforced strict licensing restrictions in order to reduce the marketing of stolen goods. In June 1806 a law passed by the Orleans territorial assembly grouped Indians, free people of color, and slaves together in a section prescribing the death penalty for destruction of crops or buildings, for intentionally poisoning any white, and for raping any white woman or girl. This same section also specified that if an Indian or free person of color “should maliciously steal any slave, he or she shall forfeit the value of said slave and shall be condemned to two years imprisonment at hard labor.”33

The geographically dispersed activities of Louisiana Indians naturally brought some into sporadic clashes with U.S. citizens and territorial law. Theft and violence of both a political and personal nature, as in Mississippi, tested reciprocal obligations between Indians and the government. When a Coushatta was killed outside Natchitoches in 1807, relatives quickly demanded satisfaction and voiced faith in U.S. justice. But whites guilty of Page 105 →crimes against Indians usually escaped punishment, so officials sought other means of satisfying the Indian law of revenge. When the murderer of a Choctaw at Bayou Chico escaped jail that same year, Claiborne authorized the local militia officer to “propose two hundred Dollars in Goods to the family of the deceased Indian.” Citing his familiarity with Choctaw law in Mississippi, Claiborne informed the colonel that “his nearest relation by the Mother’s side, is the only person, with whom you need to trcat.”34

In 1808 a group of Alibamons used the occasion of a murder case, in which a white inhabitant of Opelousas had been killed by Indians, to petition for a permanent title to some land in the Opelousas district. Four Alibamon men were arrested, with cooperation from the tribe, and were sentenced to death by the territorial court. Two of the men were hanged on 3 August, but Governor Claiborne pardoned the others “in consequence of the intercession of a great proportion of the respectable Inhabitants of Opellousas, and an impression on my part that the execution of two of those unfortunate Men, would answer the purpose of an example.” In support of their request for land, Claiborne reported to the secretary of war that “the Alabamas, appear perfectly satisfied and greatful for your Clemency, they however complain of great distress, in as much as they have no claim to any Land in the Country; but have resided many years on ground claimed by white Individuals, who have lately suggested to them the necessity of removing - they say, that they have lived here among the white people forty years; that their men are in the habit of hunting, driving Cattle, and acting as Boatmen, and their women and children of gathering Cotton. By which means, they support their families; that they are unwilling to leave the neighborhood.” This group of Alibamons never received the two- or thrce-thousand-acre grant recommended by Claiborne, and the tenuousness of their position reflected a mounting dilemma faced by other Louisiana Indian communities.35

Governor Claiborne’s decision to pardon two Alibamon men in the summer of 1808 murder case was also influenced by his apprehension over an earlier incident in which a Choctaw had been killed by an American named Thomas. The victim belonged to a party of Choctaws who had settled in Opelousas Parish “some years past.” “Every effort to bring the offender to Justice having hitherto failed of success,” Claiborne feared that execution of all four Alibamons “might awaken the vengeance of the Choctaws.” Some of Claiborne’s “fellow Citizens” who disapproved of his policy threatened to kill those Alibamons whom he pardoned. With a “strong escort of Militia” attending the execution, “one man only was found daring enough to endeavourPage 106 → to excite commotion” after the pardon was read. He was immediately taken to jail and released at the end of the day.36

The different systems of law clashed in an especially dramatic way in 1810, when a Choctaw in Ouachita Parish was discovered stealing from a settler’s cornfield. Resisting an attempt to drive him away, he forced the owner of the field to flee. The owner assembled a posse of neighbors who, according to agent John Sibley, “Caught the Indian tied him & whiped him & let him go.” The Choctaw returned the next day with an armed party of his own associates, scared the settler’s family away from their farm, and “committed great Outrage at his House.” Judges of the parish learned something about the background to this episode that further reveals the role of vengeance in Choctaw society. The Indians’ own corn crops had suffered from drought, since as Sibley explained “where they live is on high land & of an Inferior quality of Soil.” A chief apparently promised to make it rain for a certain quantity of goods. “The articles were procured & delivered to him,” but it did not rain. When the Choctaws applied to another chief, he required them to kill the other rainmaker who had failed. Friends of the chief so duly killed then avenged his death by assassinating the man who ordered the execution. A revenge cycle went on until, Sibley reported, thirteen chiefs and headmen were dead.37

Louisiana Indians seeking trade and work opportunities often found themselves caught between the disparate interests of settlers on the one hand and the law and order concerns of officials on the other. The superintendent of the U.S. trade house at Natchitoches, William Linnaird, observed in 1813 how “vagabond Indians found always behind plantations & near fields are encouraged thereto by the employment given to them by the Planters many of whom retain constantly in their service one or more for the purposes of hunting, picking of Cotton & tending their stocks.” “The intercourse between them is such,” Linnaird further noted, “that there is scarcely a planter in the Parish who cannot converse in one or more Indian tongues.” Federal authorities complained against private traders “who practice the most degrading and fraudulent impositions upon [Indians], without any restraint, by means of the quantity of spirituous liquors they supply them with.” Indian leaders also objected to “the whites bringing whiskey among them and hunting on their Grounds,” as reported by John Fowler from Natchitoches in 1817. Maintenance of a government trading post was, therefore, crucial for regulating exchange between Indians and non-Indians along the Red River. Yet local citizens petitioned against its location at Natchitoches for incongruent reasons. Some complained that Indian traffic Page 107 →to and from the trade house caused disorderly conduct and property damage, while others protested that the government factory unfairly diverted Indian produce away from private commerce.38

By minimizing confrontation with white police and judicial forces, Indians in territorial and early-statehood Louisiana effectively maintained their own internal systems of revenge law. Autonomous penal practices could be tolerated by employers and patrons of scattered Indian families, as long as non-Indians were not involved. An interesting case of Indians freely enforcing their own law in Louisiana began around 1816 when Hocktanlubbee, about twenty-five years old and known by whites as Tom, killed an elderly Choctaw. Some fourteen years earlier his parents had fled across the Mississippi River to Louisiana with young Tom and three or four siblings because his father had murdered a fellow Choctaw. Tom’s father was pursued and executed under Choctaw law. So his mother, Totapia, raised her children alone near St. Francisville, where she was called Jenny and befriended by a wealthy widow.

For his killing of another Choctaw on Louisiana soil, Tom was to be executed by relatives of his victim. Choctaws who killed one of their own people usually accepted the sentence and appeared voluntarily on a fixed date for their execution. On the day set for Tom’s execution, Jenny pleaded that she be killed instead of her son. He was a young man with a wife, children, and siblings to look after, while she was old like the murdered man. Her request was honored, and within a few hours Jenny was shot to death. Over ensuing years, however, Tom was treated with contempt by the murdered man’s relatives who called him a coward fur letting his mother die for him. In 1821 Tom met one of the old man’s sons on the bank of the Mississippi and, tormented with ridicule once again, killed him with a knife. With the bloody knife still in his hand, he declared that this time he would die “like a man.”

At noon on the next day Tom shot himself in a solemn ceremony attended by about twenty Indians and a few white witnesses. A special shirt was made for his burial. He tied black handkerchiefs around his arms and head and a blue ribbon in his long hair. A pipe was passed around three times. The old chief’s wife sang the death song in the bushes. Tom shook hands with everyone three times, rejecting pleas that a ransom be offered the young man’s friends. He even laid himself in the grave to make sure it was long and wide enough. Tom presented the bloody knife to his wife, “a young woman of eighteen, with an infant in her arms, and another little child two or three years old, standing by her side. “She averted her face to Page 108 →conceal a falling tear,” as described by one white witness, “but recovering herself, turned, and with a faint, forced smile, took it.” He then gave his pipe to a young brother, “who struggled hard to conceal his emotions.” After drinking a little whiskey and water and dashing the bottle on the ground, Tom hurried to his grave “with a jumping, dancing step.” With a sapling fixed to the gun to enable suicide, Tom shot himself in the heart. The women rushed to his body, some holding his hands and feet. “He had charged them to show no signs of grief while he lived, lest it should shake his resolution. As far as possible, they had obeyed.” Restraining their grief until he died, “it then burst forth in a torrent, and their shrieks and lamentations were loud and undissembled.” Although the anonymous female author of this romanticized account wrote it to demonstrate a need for sending the “blessed gospel” to “these children of the forest,” it vividly describes the perseverance of honor and ritual in Choctaw law even among widely dispersed groups living on the margins of plantation society.39

By the second decade of the nineteenth century, many Indians were migrating out of Louisiana and into Texas. As early as 1800, Captain Chuichuchabe received a license from the Spanish commandant of Nacogdoches permitting his group of Choctaws to hunt in the province of Texas. Six years later a Pascagoula chief named Cons Conche Blonkim sought and acquired permission from Texas officials to move his people to the Sabine River.40 The non-Indian population in Louisiana exploded from 55,000 in 18o6 to over 150,000 in 182.0. The revolution in Mexico intensified dispute over a Louisiana-Texas border and drew Indians as well as U.S. citizens into military forays on the Mexican frontier. The war with Great Britain further heightened tension in the area. In 1813 emissaries from the rebellious Creeks in Alabama traveled among Louisiana Indians with “talk and Tobacco,” causing agent Sibley to hold an emergency council with Red River villagers. Continuous efforts by officials in Texas to encourage Louisiana Indians to move west of the Sabine gradually paid off. Groups of Coushattas, Alibamons, Pascagoulas, and Choctaws decided to leave their struggles with the United States over land and law behind them by moving to the Sabine and Trinity Rivers, although many of these people continued to trade at Natchitoches. With no guarantee of land rights within the state forthcoming by the 1820s, even the Caddos took initiatives toward relocating themselves in Mexican territory.41

In 1825 Thomas McKenney issued a census numbering 1,313 Indians in the state of Louisiana. Secretary of War John C. Calhoun classified these Page 109 →people as “remnants of tribes” so small in population that “very little expense or difficulty will be found in their removal.” But most of them, despite Calhoun’s wishful thinking, remained in Louisiana, and no official record could have accurately counted the Choctaws who still inhabited the state in scattered bands.42 Use of land in Louisiana by these groups, meanwhile, became increasingly important in the struggle of nearly twenty-five thousand Choctaws and Chickasaws to remain in Mississippi. Before 182.0 officials in Mississippi worried that seasonal migration across the river would thwart efforts to convince the entire Choctaw nation to remove, since successful hunting and trading in Louisiana helped sustain the traditional economy without ceding more territory.43 Negotiating the Treaty of Doak’s Stand in 1819-2.0, U.S. officials now pointed to the dispersed Choctaws as a reason why the nation should exchange all its Mississippi lands for lands above the Red River. Andrew Jackson attributed their supposed wandering to a “distressed condition” within the Choctaw homeland. In response to this political manipulation of the facts, Pushmataha disavowed the Louisiana Choctaws: “Those of our people who are over the Mississippi did not go there with the consent of the nation; they are considered as strangers; they have no houses or places of residence; they are like wolves; it is the wish of the council that the President would direct his agents to the west to order these stragglers home, and if they will not come, to direct them where he pleases.”44

The politicization of economic strategies being pursued west of the Mississippi, as a rationale for systematic removal, marked the beginning of a new phase in Indian. U.S. relations in the southeast. At the Treaty of Doak’s Stand, Indians for the first time exchanged land in Mississippi (thirteen million acres) for a tract in the Louisiana Purchase territory. Although the Choctaw and Chickasaw nations did not leave their homeland until the 1830s, a wedge was now cut into their resistance to removal. In Louisiana, Indian sales of land to creditors constituted micro-removals in themselves, since many villages eventually abandoned an area to which they were losing rights. For the Caddos, the start of relocating eastern tribes up the Arkansas and Red Rivers carved deeply into their already endangered homeland.

But before the political assault on these Indian groups caught momentum in the 182.0s, the economic transformation of the Lower Mississippi Valley into what historians call the cotton kingdom had evoked significant strategies of survival. More extensive hunting and trading, like the diversification of production in their villages, helped buffer many Indians from new economic pressures. In what was more than a clinging to old ways, they Page 110 →widened their use of the countryside - seeking resources for subsistence and avenues for exchange farther away from their own towns and amidst newly forming American settlements. This intentional interspersion with other inhabitants of the area made the waterways of Louisiana a special catchment for seasonal and permanent Indian pioneers. American Indians thereby appropriated for themselves geographical and occupational niches on the cotton frontier in the face of a tidal wave of immigrant settlers and slaves. Some of these enclaves persisted as distinct Indian groups to the present, while new peoples of mixed ancestry emerged around them. Economic strategies devised during the early nineteenth century helped guarantee the survival of American Indians in both Mississippi and Louisiana.




Page 111 →
Seven American Indians in Nineteenth-Century New Orleans

Scattered but recurrent depictions of Indians in New Orleans- in both written and pictorial form - invite an examination of the changing roles and images of American Indians in this old North American city. While the literature on Indians in modem cities has grown rapidly, the earlier presence of Native Americans in colonial and nineteenth-century towns still remains neglected.1 Evidence from such an array of places as seventeenth-century New York City, eighteenth-century Charleston, and nineteenth-century Los Angeles suggests that Indians actively participated in the formative development of American towns. In many cases, American Indians integrated towns and cities into their own networks of migration and exchange.2 During the eighteenth century many Lower Mississippi Valley Indians frequented New Orleans in various capacities. The capital of colonial Louisiana was home to Indian slaves captured in warfare and host to Indian diplomats from neighboring tribes. Many local villages also produced valuable trade items, especially food, for the New Orleans market and thereby established enduring ties to the colonial town.3 Although the Indian presence diminished after the Louisiana Purchase, marketing by Choctaw, Chitimacha, and Houma Indians represented a notable Indian persistence in New Orleans street life for the entire nineteenth century.

The experience of Indians in New Orleans during the nineteenth century indicates that towns played an important part in the survival of the many small Indian communities not removed from the eastern United States in the antebellum period. Because obvious signs of alienation and crisis have accompanied recent Indian migration to metropolitan areas, a great proportion of the scholarship concentrates on pathological behavior evinced by urban Indians. There is a temptation to transfer this emphasis to earlier urban experiences, especially if the commentary left by white observers is accepted uncritically. The image projected by American Indians in such early cities as New Orleans should not be dismissed, yet the historian must penetrate the Page 112 →biased perceptions of others in order to reconstruct a more complete picture of the Indian presence in town.4 Although New Orleans became a stranger and stranger place to Indians in the area - Choctaws called it Balbancha, “a place of foreign languages” - they managed to use its opportunities to adjust their livelihood to changing conditions. In the eighteenth century local villages had secured their leverage in Louisiana by providing vital political and economic services to New Orleans through defense and trade. By the next century Indians became increasingly marginal people on the rapidly changing urban scene, but they continued to integrate the New Orleans marketplace into their own annual cycle of social and economic activities.5 Through this evolving relationship with the city, American Indians distinctively influenced the culture and landscape of New Orleans.

From 1783 to 18o3 Indian diplomacy flourished in New Orleans for the last time, as Spain contended against the United States for Indian allies and the Creek, Chickasaw, and Choctaw nations maneuvered to preserve their sovereignty. Indian missions to New Orleans, including delegations of Cherokees, came frequently and in large numbers during the 1790s, but the tribes avoided symbols of exclusive allegiance and therefore refused to make visits to the Spanish governor a routine. Chiefs often excused themselves from traveling to the city because of bad weather or poor health and, whenever they did complete a junket, complained about inadequate provisions and insulting treatment. “They don’t say anything in the City,” reported Juan de la Villebeuvre from the Choctaw village of Boukfouka, “but in the Nation they murmur very much.”6 At the time Spain ceded Louisiana to the French Republic in 1800, the intensity of intrigue and diplomacy in the city led Pierre-Clement de Laussat, prefect charged with overseeing the transfer, to “count on there descending, after the expression of the country, 2. to 3 ,ooo Indians per year to New Orleans: others say 3 to 400 chiefs.”7

Purchase of Louisiana by the United States in 1803 suddenly dissolved Indian political activity in New Orleans. Agencies established near the large interior nations - at Fort St. Stephens, Chickasaw Bluffs, and Natchitoches - virtually ended their diplomatic ties to the Crescent City. For another decade small nations in the area continued making formal visits to territorial officials. In 18o6 Governor Claiborne of the Orleans Territory presented uniform coats to two representatives from the Houma tribe in Ascension Parish, and in 18n he distributed one hundred dollars worth of articles to Chief Chac-Chouma of the Houmas and to his attendants. “From the different Governors of Louisiana,” Claiborne wrote to the secretary of war, “they Page 113 →were accustomed to receive marks of friendly attention. At the present day, the number of this Tribe is greatly diminished; it does not exceed 80 souls, but their conduct is exemplary and the late visit of the Chief being the first he paid me, I thought it a matter of policy to make him a small present.” This meeting marked the beginning of the Houma Indians’ struggle for official recognition by the U.S. government. But they and other petites nations along the lower Mississippi and Red Rivers were denied the political protection needed to secure their small land bases. After a century of alliance with colonial governments in New Orleans, the Chitimachas, Houmas, Tunicas, and others were finally pressured into the backcountry of Louisiana. The federal government indifferently lost sight of them - for the time being.8

As the New Orleans population rapidly grew and the United States managed Indian affairs from other places, formal visits by Indian people seldom occurred during the nineteenth century. Whenever the city did host a group of touring Indian celebrities, residents perceived them with increasing amusement and fascination; memory of the city’s imperative relations with local Indian nations receded with each newspaper report of exotic visitors.9 The Seminole War in Florida in 1836-43 temporarily animated interest in Indians throughout the South. Not only did many New Orleans men volunteer to fight in the Florida swamplands, but hundreds of beleaguered and dying Seminole captives passed through the city for passage up the Mississippi River. On 16October1836, 16o Delawares and Shawnees arrived from the West on their way to assist the U.S. Army in its war against the Seminoles. “Said to be fine warriors,” the New Orle1m1 Picayune announced, they “may be seen at the New Barracks below the city.” That same day a Creek chief named Jim Boy began a short visit to New Orleans. He attended the St. Charles Theatre two nights in a row and drank with “some good natured fellows” whom the Picayune editor reproached for “making this big child of the forest royally tipsy.”10

Jim Boy and thousands of his people had been encamped for three months at Pass Christian, waiting to be transported by rail and steamboat to the Creek Nation already removed from Alabama to the Arkansas country. New Orleanians who could afford a boat ride over Lakes Pontchartrain and Borgne were entertained at ball games played by these refugees. Nevertheless, a city newspaper could not avoid articulating what was becoming the predominant bourgeois image of the nineteenth-century Indian: “We do not see the North American Indian now, as he once was. The white man has invaded his wigwam and ruined his peace and pride. But a few years more, and the remote shores of the Pacific will receive the miserable remnant of Page 114 →countless tribes, that once in their native majesty ruled the fairest and richest continent under the sun. Is there no feeling for glory and shame?” A week later the Picayune reported that the steamer Monmouth carrying 6u Creek Indians upriver struck the Tremont on the evening of 31 October. “It sank immediately and only about 300 Indians were saved.” This and subsequent costly passages of removed southern Indians marked a tragic final chapter in New Orleans’ long history of official Indian affairs.11

Although the political presence of American Indians in New Orleans waned during the early nineteenth century, Indian people from communities still in the vicinity continued to market food, peltry, and household manufactures in the city. Numbering eighty-five hundred residents by 1805, New Orleans actually became more important than ever before to Indians who were now devising new means of coping with the loss of political autonomy and with the socioeconomic displacement suffered during the early nineteenth century. Peddling and casual labor by Indians in the burgeoning commercial center became part of a wider seasonal round of itinerant economic activities performed in the surrounding countryside. Faced with declining opportunity in the deerskin trade, with growing numbers of Anglo-American settlers, and with mounting pressure to relinquish land, Indian people in the Lower Mississippi Valley mitigated disruption and eased transition in ways that were widely employed by American Indians under similar circumstances.

Camps of extended families - formerly the units that spent only winter hunting seasons away from their villages - sojourned more frequently along waterways and roads across the region and traded small quantities of goods with other travelers, farmers, and slaves. While the men hunted for local meat markets, women vended leaves and roots, baskets and mats, and even picked cotton during the harvest season.12 Groups of Indians camping around towns or behind plantations developed special ties with particular families by provisioning their kitchens with game and seasonings. During his stay at James Pirrie’s house near St. Francisville, John Audubon recorded, “yesterday the 25th of July 1821 an Indian of the Choctaw Nation, who habitually hunts for Mr. Perrie - brought me a femelle of the Chuck Will’s Widow in full and handsome plumage.”13 Nearly two decades later Victor Tixier observed a group of Choctaws camped behind the plantation of Pierre Sauve, some twenty miles above New Orleans. They hunted in the area during the winter months, killing “every year a large number of rabbits and stags which are sold in the settlements or in New Orleans.” The leader of Page 115 →this camp, a Choctaw named Baptiste, spoke to Tixier in a French-Creole dialect “which resembled the one spoken by the Negroes of Louisiana.”14

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Pierre-Louis Berquin-Duvallon reported that many Indians gathered at New Orleans every winter. “Each band has its encampment in the vicinity of town, composed of huts covered with the skins of bears and other beasts.” Paul Alliot, another traveler at the time, thought that “hundreds of savages with their wives and children live on the outskirts of New Orleans, and live apart in the huts which they have constructed on the vacant lands.” Both observers noted that these Indians received annual gifts from the government and participated in carnival. As governor of the Orleans Territory, William Claiborne wanted “to relieve the Inhabitants of the Sixth District of this City, from those vexatious Indian visits of which they complain.” He notified Mayor James Pitot in May 1805 that “I am however at present without an Indian Interpretor, nor do I know of one whose services I could command.”15 On a more continuous basis American Indians used the city as a periodic marketplace. Traveling in pirogues along Lake Pontchartrain and up Bayou St. John, many local Indians reached New Orleans by the ancient Indian portage connecting bayou and town, or by the Carondelet Canal after its completion in 1817 .16 Once in the city, Indian women peddled baskets, mats, sifters, plants, herbs, and firewood, while their men sold venison, wild fowl, and cane blowguns and occasionally earned wages as day laborers and dock workers. On his way to a Choctaw camp behind the city gates, Fortescue Cuming met on a March afternoon in 1799 “numbers of Indian women with large bundles of wood on their backs, first tied together and then held by a strap carried over their foreheads.” A few years later Paul Alliot observed that the Indian men “kill game with great dexterity, and sell it for excellent prices” and that the women “busy themselves in malting reed baskets which they sell at good prices.”17

Indian participation in the city’s first public food market, instituted in 1784, had evolved naturally over the eighteenth century. Now known as the “French Market,” the terminus of the old portage road at the Mississippi River served as an enduring nexus of Indian, African-American, and Euro-American exchange in New Orleans. Indians did not hesitate, however, to take advantage of new markets as they opened in different neighborhoods during the nineteenth century. The Lebreton Market, started by the city in 1867 along Bayou Road, was previously known as the Indian market. New Orleanian Henry Castellanos remembered it as “once the bivouac of the vagrant Indians that abounded in that vicinity.”18 Recalling St. Mary’s Market Page 116 →(between Tchoupitoulas Street and the Mississippi River) for an interviewer as recently as 1976, one New Orleans woman remembered that when she was very young “Indians would come ... and spread their wares out on the grass.”19

Removal of the Choctaw nation from Mississippi following the 1830 Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek drastically reduced the Indian population in the area but did not eliminate Indian people from New Orleans. Many Indian migrants to the Arkansas country continued to make periodic trips through Louisiana. “We come to spend the snow season on the grounds of this country,” the leader of a Choctaw band told Victor Tixier.20 Other Choctaws never left the Lower Mississippi Valley at all, with several communities remaining scattered in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. AJ. though the Houma Indians withdrew from the banks of the Mississippi and settled farther down Bayou Teche, they also never completely severed their ties to the Crescent City.21 AJI of these Indians integrated New Orleans into a pattern of Livelihood vividly described by Dominique Rouquette, a native New Orleanian who grew up along Bayou St. John and across Lake Pontchartrain:

It is also by hunting that the Choctaws, who did not want to emigrate west of the Mississippi, live; they obstinately refuse to abandon the different parishes of Louisiana, where they are grouped in small family tribes, and live in rough huts in the vicinity of plantations, and hunt for the planters, who trade for the game they kill all that they need: powder, lead, corn, woolen covers, etc. Their huts are generally by a fence. In this enclosure their families plant corn, pumpkins and potatoes, and raise chickens. The women use a kind of cane, which they knew how to dye different colors, to make baskets, lottes [baskets carried on the back], and sieves, from which they derived a good profit. They also sold medicinal plants, which they gathered from the neighboring forests: Virginia snake-root, sage, plantain, tarragon, wild fruit, pommetes [medlar tree], blue bottle, persimmons, and Scuppemongs, also, roots of seguiena, sarsparilla, and sassafras. They also do a little trading in ground turtles, which they find on the prairies. They dispose of these wares at the plantations, in country towns, and at New Orleans. Nothing is more interesting to the tourists than to see them wandering along the streets of The Queen of the South, The Crescent City, with their p1iuvres ptu:0tilles [cheap small wares], in their picturesque costumes, half savage and half civilized, followed by a number of children of all ages, half naked, and carrying on their backs a papoose snugly wrapped in the blanket, with which they envelope themselves, like a squirrel in moss. Sometimes, they squat in a circle, at the big market place, on the banks of the old river, patiently waiting with Page 117 →chaste downcast eyes, for the customers who buy what they offer, more for the sake of charity than from necessity.22

While contributing to their livelihood, the exchange of a particular combination of foods and wares in and around New Orleans also provided American Indians with a means of expressing their distinct identity. In the midst of a rapidly growing non-Indian population, scattered groups of Indians were likely to become absorbed into any one of the region’s larger racial categories- Negroes, free people of color, or whites. By finding a social niche compatible with their own customs and needs, Louisiana Indians participated in the larger nineteenth-century society without losing their separateness. In their temporary dwellings in the backwoods of plantations and towns, in the array of game, baskets, and plants sold, in their style of clothing and adornment, and in the evasive demeanor exhibited at the market, Indian people marked a symbolic boundary between themselves and others.23

Residents and tourists in New Orleans came to expect certain peculiarities in Indian behavior. Walking back into town from Bayou St. John in 1835, Tyrone Power stopped briefly at a Choctaw camp of a dozen huts, “about which crawled or ran as many children of all ages, looking remarkably healthy and well-formed.” Inside one of the huts “sat the chief and his squaw, upon whose lap lay numberless strings of blue and white beads, which she was admiring and arranging with as much delight as a London girl would her first suite of pearl.” Amusement over hair grooming and face painting among Indians gathered around the Placed’ Armes did not prevent the English actor from flirting with “a little Choctaw belle” for several days. “The costume of these people,” Power observed about the women’s brightly colored and feathered clothing, “is showy, and at times even becoming, and pleasing.”24 One of Walt Whitman’s “choice amusements” during his several months of working for the new daily paper, The Crescent, in 1848 was to stroll through the French Market on Sunday mornings. As he later recalled, “the show was a varied and curious one; among the rest, the Indian and negro hucksters with their wares. For there were always fine specimens of Indians, both men and women, young and old.”25

The public presence of Indians in antebellum New Orleans more commonly tended to evoke disparaging impressions among white observers who saw them as abject outcasts or shiftless paupers. Before the nineteenth century the range of different roles and the political power still possessed by tribes had generated a complex image of Indian people; close personal interaction and reciprocal diplomatic relations undercut feelings of superiority Page 118 →in the colonial populace. But as the number of Indians declined in places like nineteenth-century Louisiana, one-dimensional perceptions of Indian behavior colored the vision of nineteenth-century urban Americans - especially in cities or towns where Indian people assumed a visibly marginal presence.26

To some degree the pervasive characterizations of New Orleans Indians during the nineteenth century resembled those applied to Irish-Catholic and other European immigrants as well as to African-American slaves in the city. Relegated to a subordinate socioeconomic status, their conspicuous appearance on streets and levees reinforced hostile attitudes toward them.27 The more Indians tried to evade the disapproving eyes of whites by finding privacy in the outskirts or alleys of the city, the more they confirmed critical judgment.28 Observers who saw Indians in no other context were struck mostly by the drunkenness, idleness, and disorderly conduct that was noticeable in New Orleans. Outside the city gate in 1799, Cuming “saw a large circular shade for drying and manufacturing bricks, under which were upwards of fifty Indians of both sexes, chiefly intoxicated, singing, drinking, rolling in the dirt, and upon the whole exhibiting a scene very disgustful.” In 1819 Benjamin Latrobe noticed “Towards noon men & women have sold their game or skins, have bought whiskey, & arc hocksy, that is, half drunk.” “A party of Choctaws are pow-wowing, hooting and dancing about our streets,” a city newspaper reported on 2 April 1839, “entering every man’s house, and by their noise and dancing levying a direct contribution from all whose premises they encroach upon. Their system of begging is decidedly independent: they ask for nothing, but make such a confounded fuss and racket that any one will pay them in order to get rid of their outrageous noise.” Alcoholism and a language barrier made Indians vulnerable to physical as weU as literary abuse. Dominique Rouquette recalled from his youth seeing sailors tie together the long hair of inebriated Indian men and women lying on the levee.29

Most descriptions of Indian behavior in New Orleans did not stop at mere condemnation. A resemblance in Indian people’s appearance and status to other impoverished urban occupants was unacceptable. Indians looking or acting like members of an underclass could only be interpreted as byproducts of de-lndianization. Henry Castellanos called Indians in New Orleans “fragments of this erratic race.”30 Such impressions of Indians still scattered around eastern towns and cities were often deployed by proponents of Indian removal to justify a policy that eventually relocated tens of thousands of people west of the Mississippi River.31 Disappointed in not Page 119 →finding “noble savages,” observers tended to forecast imminent extinction. “One sees many Indians in New-Orleans,” a French visitor in 1817 wrote, “but these have in general lost their spirit of national unity and distinctive character through their proximity to the city.” Observation of Indians in New Orleans drove architect Benjamin Latrobe to wax philosophical in his journal about “the march of white Society, which tends inevitably to their extirpation.” To him the Choctaws in the city were “a sort of outcasts, the fag end of the tribe, the selvage, the intennediate existence between annihilation & savage vigor.”32 The gloomiest characterizations were written by individuals bringing the most romantic expectations to an Indian setting, as exemplified in one German visitor’s account from the 1870s:

These Indians arc pitiful remnants of Atala’s tribe, who lead their gypsy-like existence out on the prairie, but clearly their blood is strongly mixed. They have yellowbrown facial coloring, broad faces with flat noses and thick lips. Their sad, shy manner contrasts sharply with the lively cheerfulness of the Negroes, mulattoes, and Creoles. They all have a cloth thrown over head and shoulders that they hold together in front of their mouths so that you see little of their faces. Their pitch-black hair, which often has a pronounced auburn sheen, is tied in a knot on the top of their heads and hangs straight down in the back. But they do not feel at home even in this very diverse crowd in which the darkest Negro moves comfortably, and even without any thought of their poetically celebrated past, their presence is for everyone a sight that arouses sympathy.33

Ideological commentaries about their degraded condition aside, Indians never really posed a law and order problem for New Orleans officials during the nineteenth century. Noticing consistent displays of honesty, chastity, and conviviality among Choctaws in the city, even an observer as callous as Latrobe had to concede that they “are not without negative, if not positive virtues.”34 Minor offenses and major crimes committed by Indians seem to have been handled under their own customs, indicating that well into the nineteenth century Indians managed to preserve jurisdiction and responsibility over injuries inflicted on each other - even in a city as large as New Orleans.

A customary understanding existed in New Orleans, consistent with circumstances in the countryside, that crimes committed by Indian against Indian would be handled by the tribe and not by city police. Several stories about a guilty individual or relative fearlessly facing execution for killing another tribesman exist in travel accounts, reminiscences, and newspaper reports. On at least a few occasions public attention mobilized city residents Page 120 →to collect enough money to commute a Choctaw’s sentence through a monetary payment to the tribe. Cynics may marvel over possible scams played by shrewd Indians upon gullible yet compassionate citizens, so one case is worth recounting. In April 1837 the Picayune reported that “A few weeks since, one of our Indians accidentally, in a drunken frolic, killed one of his tribe, in the vicinity of this city, by striking him upon the head with a bottle.” The Choctaws assembled in council to try the murderer and sentenced him “to be shot this day, or raise the sum of three hundred dollars.” One day before the scheduled execution, “notwithstanding the pressure in the money market” the newspaper reporter was quick to note, “the prisoner with two of his brothers who had him under guard, succeeded in collecting this amount from the liberal citizens of New Orleans, the last of which was obtained in Hewlett’s Arcade, when one of the brothers of the prisoner mounted a table, and returned thanks to the crowd around him; but as the speech was in the Choctaw language we could not tell whether it was good or otherwise. The prisoner wept, and joy was plainly depicted in the countenances of the three brothers.”35

Far more important at the time to Indian vendors and visitors than moral judgments made by commentators were their relations with other people who worked and played on the streets of New Orleans. We must settle for passing glimpses of Indian participation in such social gatherings as dances in Congo Square and Mardi Gras, which brought slaves, white laborers, and other underclass New Orleanians together. Castellanos recalled that after city officials stopped granting them annual gifts, “the Indians would resort to padegaud shooting,” their version of the charivari familiar to Creole residents. Dancing around “a wooden rooster decked with ribbons for target practice,” they begged from house to house in the suburbs for “powder and shot” coins - which meant to Castellanos “whiskey and ration” money. Lasting several days, this carousal also accompanied weddings and other ceremonies “from which they reaped rich harvest, as their exhibitions naturally attracted throngs of sojourners and sightseers.”36

The most fascinating Indian contribution to social life in nineteenth-century New Orleans was raquettes, a ball game called toli by the Choctaws that became the Crescent City’s first popular, spectator sport. Raquette contests between Negro, white, and Indian teams, played then behind the city gates, were regular Sunday afternoon events by the rime the United States acquired Louisiana. Early in the nineteenth century spectators assembled on the “Communes de la Ville,” also known as Congo Plains, where players Page 121 →carrying short sticks in both hands tossed the small buckskin ball between two goal posts sometimes placed a half-mile apart. “There was wide room for much field sport,” reported George Washington Cable, “and the Indian villagers of the town’s outskirts and the lower class of white Creoles made it the ground of their wild ball game of raquette.” Two prominent black teams were the “Bayous,” players from the Bayou St. John area, and the “La Villes,” those from the city proper. They competed against white Creole teams as well as against each other, and some Indians reportedly played on the “Bayous” team. The main field eventually shifted eastward to “La Plaine Raquette” (bounded today by Galvez Street and St. Bernard, North Claiborne, and Elysian Fields Avenues), but African-American teams also played in Algiers and other suburban grounds available to them.37

New Orleans raquettes closely resembled Choctaw toli in style of play and public ritual, illuminating some cultural influence made by Indians upon city life. While studying Indian games for the Smithsonian Institution’s Bureau of American Ethnology, Steward Culin witnessed, during the summer of 1901, a game of raquettes played in New Orleans one Sunday afternoon:


The players, some hundreds of French-speaking negroes, had assembled in a level, uninclosed field. The majority were armed with rackets, each consisting of a piece of hickory bent over at one end to form a spoon, which was netted with a thong, precisely like those used by the Choctaw. A racket was carried in each hand, and the ball was picked up and thrown with them in the same way as in the Indian game. The players appeared to own their own rackets, and I purchased a pair without difficulty ....



The goals or bases were two tall poles about 6oo feet apart, having a strip of tin, about a foot wide and 10 feet long, fastened on the inner side some distance above the ground. These goals, called plats, were painted, one red with a small double ring of white near the top, the other blue with a black ring. Midway in a straight line between was a small peg to mark the center of the field, where the ball was first thrown .... The game appeared to be open, free for all, without reference to number; but in more formal matches the sides are equalized and regulated. The ball was put in play at the center flag, being tossed high in the air, and caught on the uplifted ball sticks. Then there was a wild rush across the field, the object being to secure and carry the ball and toss it against the tin plate, making a plat. The game was played with much vigor and no little violence. A blow across the shins with a racket is permissible, and broken heads are not uncommon. Play usually continues until dark, and, at the close, the winners sing Creole songs, reminding one of the custom at the close of the Choctaw game.38

Page 122 →
Henry Castellanos vividly described the excitement that surrounded raquette games in the late nineteenth century. “The running, wrestling and dexterity of the players were not only very exciting spectacles,” he noted, “but the eager crowd of spectators and acquaintances, running into the thousands . . . made such occasions a source of social entertainment.” Around the field stood “improvised places of refreshment, small booths for all sorts of cakes, fruits, sweet beer, ice cream, etc.” In addition to drinking and eating throughout the match, New Orleanians also enjoyed gambling on the hard-fighting teams- a practice that the Choctaws always attached to the contest. Competitors and spectators paraded into town after the game, “singing in mockery of the losing party” and waving the prize “of a pretty silk flag, of fanciful dcsign.”39 An exact cause of raquettcs’ disappearance from the New Orleans scene is not evident, although the rise of baseball must have helped push the older ball game aside. Black residents perpetuated the game into the twentieth century, but by the 1930s writers for the WPA’s Guide to New Orleans were able to presume that “even they have long since become too ’soft’ for it.”40

During the second half of the nineteenth century, Choctaws living on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain were mostly responsible for the continuing Indian presence in New Orleans. By the 1850s several groups of Choctaws were situated between Biloxi Bay on the Mississippi Gulf Coast and the northern shore of Lake Maurepas. They clung tenaciously to the Choctaw language through years of interaction with French- and English-speaking neighbors and supported themselves in a seasonal round of farming, hunting, gathering, peddling, and earning day wages. The largest Choctaw village, Buchuwa, occupied the head springs of Bayou Lacombe. Villagers planted a variety of food crops around their log cabins and raised cattle and hogs on the open range. In October of each year, they camped in palmetto lodges along the Pearl River and Bogue Chitto in order to gather sassafras, river cane, and other plants.41

Into this world entered Father Adrien Rouquette-younger brother to Dominique, romantic poet and recluse, and missionary to the Choctaws at Bayou Lacombe until his death in 1887. Rouquette had known the Choctaws from the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain since his birth at New Orleans in 1813. Later describing how “Bayou St. John was lined with their encampments,” he remembered with some exaggeration that in 1820 “there were more Indians in the city than there were whites or negroes.”42 Rouquette’s mother bought game and seafood from Indians at her house on the Page 123 →bayou, and he spent much of his youth at an uncle’s estate on Bayou Lacombe. After Rouquette was ordained into the Dominican Order in 1845, his desire to write and preach away from the worldly distractions of city life naturally drove him to the Choctaws across the lake. In 1859 Rouquctte built his first chapel at Buchuwa. He initially intended to apprentice and then persuade converts there to accompany him to Indian Territory, where thousands of Choctaw souls might be converted. The Buchuwa Choctaws first suspected the priest of being a government agent but soon accepted him warmly. Rouqucttc then devoted his life to teaching Catholicism, in the Choctaw language, to the Indians of St. Tammany Parish. “To be respected by them,” Rouqucttc learned, “you must stand apart, be serious, and speak littlc.”43

The American Civil War wreaked havoc on the Buchuwa Choctaws in 186z., when their homes, fields, and chapel were destroyed by jayhawkers and deserters. Some were killed and others died with fever, according to Rouqucttc, and the eighty or so survivors scattered into smaller camps. By the early 188os Rouquctte, “Chahta. Ima” or “Like a Choctaw” to his Indian flock, built four small “cabin chapels” among these refugees. The Nook at Lacombe served as both his home and the largest chapel. Ravine aux Cannes stood mid-way between Lacombe and Mandeville, Chuka-Chaha one mile cast of Mandeville, and Kildara at Chinchuba two miles west of Mandeville.44 Rouquette remained reticent about the success of his proselytization efforts. But a conversation between Rouquette’s uncle Talence and a Choctaw named Vincent, as reported by the priest, perhaps discloses the kind of resistance that he daily met. Talence asked Vincent if he would like to go to heaven “where there is so much happiness.” The Choctaw thought for a moment and asked whether there are “Americans up there.” When Talence answered, “Doubtless,” Vincent decided, “Well, I do not want to go there.” Adrien Rouquettc nonetheless accepted responsibility for abolishing the Choctaws’ “blood law,” reducing their drunkenness, and baptizing James Mehataby - who in 1882. was thirty years old and hereditary chief of the group around Bayou Lacombe.45

Burial customs had long been prominent features of Choctaw ritual, and throughout the nineteenth century the communities near New Orleans bound themselves together through a death feast held at least once a year. Their version of the ceremony, as described by Rouquette, brought Choctaws from Biloxi, Pearl River, and Amite River to Ravine aux Cannes to mourn those who died during the preceding months. “They are adopting the dress of the whites,” Rouquette explained, but during this feast ChoerawPage 124 → men and women “dress in a peculiar costume made up of calico of the most showy colors, such as red, blue, and yellow, these being the favorite tints.” The ceremony began with all-night dancing. Then participants wept dolefully while facing the rising sun and completed the ritual with a bountiful feast. When they were gathered “in great number at these festivals,” Father Rouquette used the occasion to address the Choctaws “in instructive and touching words.”46

Commuting by steamboat from Mandeville as many as three times a week, women from these Choctaw communities sold sassafras and laurel leaves, gumbo file, and baskets at the French Market and other neighborhood markets in the city. The men found less time to hunt and fish as they became woodchoppers for railroads and other construction projects, so their presence in town diminished over the last decades of the nineteenth century.47 Seated in open spaces between the stalls of the French Market and displaying their baskets and food items, Indian women were picturesque subjects for curious visitors and residents alike. In 1866 Alfred R. Waud of Harper’s Weekly, one of several artists who illustrated these Indian vendors, most vividly captured the women “grouped around in stolid indifference to the heat, with heavy folded wraps resting on their heads” who “patiently await customers for their okra, and other herbs and roots.”48 Martin Behrman never forgot from his youthful days at his mother’s dry goods stand “the Indians who sold herbs, beads and leaves of plants used to flavor food. I remember standing there and watching the Indians by the hour.” Behrman was elected mayor of New Orleans in 1904 as head of a political machine named the Choctaw Club.49

The World’s Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exhibition held in New Orleans during 1884-85 created a temporary environment for residents and visitors to observe starkly contrasting Indian scenes. On the one hand, exhibition tourists were informed by a travel guide that “of the many thousands of aborigines who once held ... the vast territory that composed old Louisiana, the fifteen or twenty Choctaw women whom one sees at the French Market, sitting patiently, silent and motionless, waiting (with some contempt, if the truth were known) for the paleface purchaser ... are, with the males of their families, almost the sole survivors of the race which inherited the land from their fathers.” “That triumph of Louisiana cookery, the gumbo file,” its authors did not fail to mention, derived from the “pounded laurel and sassafras leaves” still being sold by local Choctaws.50 On the other hand, the appearance of Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show in New OrleansPage 125 → during the exposition months exposed curiosity-seekers to what was fast becoming the popular, and exclusive, depiction of American Indians. To the delight of New Orleanians from late December to early April, Plains Indian performers attacked a stagecoach, high-stepped to a war dance, and hunted a buffalo. Thousands of spectators crowded into the show at Oakland Park on 4 January 188 5 to catch a glimpse of famed Chief Gall of the Teton Sioux.51

Some African Americans in New Orleans responded to the “Wild West” stereotype of American Indians in a unique way, creating one of the city’s most fascinating and durable traditions. The Creole Wild West Tribe was organized by Becate Batiste in the 1880s and was joined by several other black groups that began to dress in fancy Indian costumes every Mardi Gras. While some members of these Mardi Gras Indian tribes had local Indian ancestry, the main inspiration for their formation came from the Wild West shows that frequented American cities during the late nineteenth century. Black New Orleanians appropriated the popular image of dangerous yet free-spirited Plains Indian warriors to disguise their own defiance and prowess behind an acceptable mask of wild Indian behavior. In her short story entitled “A Carnival Jangle,” Alice Dunbar-Nelson depicts a Mardi Gras gathering in Washington Square where blacks were performing “a perfect Indian dance.” Spectators filled the square “to watch these mimic Redmen, they seemed so fierce and earnest.”52

By mimicking aggressive Indian behavior, obviously not threatening to non-Indians in late-nineteenth-century New Orleans, these black revelers in showy Indian headdresses safely protested the city’s white-dominated racial order in a symbolic, even amusing, form. During slavery, flight to Indian nations had served as a means of resistance and liberation. Now, pretending to be Indians represented some common tradition of protest. Also through ritualistic competition with each other, Mardi Gras Indian tribes creatively channeled African-American song and dance into a new ceremonial pattern. “It all started when young men ran away from their masters and lived with the Indians,” according to one Mardi Gras Indian who began marching in 1929. “After slavery they never forgot the tribes they lived with .... At first the Native Americans thought we were making fun of them. But they found out better.”53

New Orleans poet and historian Marcus Christian, while gathering material during the 1930s for a history of African Americans in Louisiana, captured some important ambiguity in how these Mardi Gras Indians understood their own relationship to American Indian history. Noting how severalPage 126 → writers had commented upon the “great amount of blood from ’some mythical Indian tribe’ claimed by New Orleans Negroes,” Christian observed that “even the scoffers have held their tongues in amazement as they gazed upon Negro Carnival clubs.” He identified six major clubs and located them by neighborhood: “Yellow Pocahontas” near St. Bernard and North Claiborne Avenues, “Wild Squatulas” from South Tonti and Tahlia Streets, “Red, White and Blue Eagles” from Cherokee and Ann Streets in Carrollton, “Eight Red Men” from Algiers, “101 Ranch” from St. Phillip and Burgundy Streets, and “Creoles of the Wild West” from the outskirts of Carrollton. “Very much like their Indian prototypes,” Christian asserted, these clubs were “very loosely organized.” But he also detected an “un-Indian” tum of mind among Mardi Gras Indians by playing up a familiar Indian stereotype. “Unlike their great ancestors that gave the White Brother millions of acres of the best land on earth in return for a few gaudy beads and trinkets, these spuriow editions of Redskins preferred greenbacks to beads, and accordingly, sold the latter at fantastic prices.” One Mardi Gras Indian swore to Christian that “he once sold one bead for as much as $15” and on another occasion “he stationed himself in front of the Athenium where the Rex Carnival Ball was being held, and there sold $80 worth of trinkets from the many that he had sewed upon his cosnune.”54

While New Orleans blacks turned popular stereotypes of western Indians to their own use, other groups were taking a new interest in the real Indians still living around New Orleans. James Dorsey, Oliver LaFarge, David Bwhnell, and other anthropologists were beginning their ethnographic reconnaissance of Louisiana Indians by the end of the nineteenth century.55 Local curiosity was sparked, meanwhile, by a proposed exhibit for the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair that would display Choctaws in their “peculiar industries” of basketmaking and pounding gumbo file. An inquiry by the Daily Picayune at the Catholic Archbishopric disclosed that 150 Choctaws still lived in St. Tammany Parish, not counting about another one hundred in Tangipahoa Parish jwt to the west and Hancock County, Mississippi, to the adjacent cast. The exhibit never materialized, but women in the New Orleans chapter of the National Indian Association did begin efforts to promote public education for Indian children in Louisiana and Mississippi.56 This interest among anthropologists and philanthropists, however, came too late for many of the Choctaw people in the New Orleans area. For years the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs had been trying to remove all Indian families still living in both Mississippi and Louisiana to the Choctaw Nation in Indian Territory. During the first decade of the twentieth century, it sueceededPage 127 → in transporting nearly fifteen hundred men, women, and children to Oklahoma. Drastically reduced in number to about one thousand people in Mississippi and a few hundred in Louisiana, the Choctaws who evaded this latest removal entered a new phase of rebuilding their communities in the South.57

Historians are finally devoting attention to the various ways that scattered communities of American Indians survived the U.S. government’s removal policy of the antebellum era.58 The Choctaws and other Indians who frequented New Orleans during the nineteenth century illustrate that city streets were as useful as backcountry forests or remote swamplands in the day-to-day struggle for survival. Peddling baskets and seasonings and performing casual labor in town allowed some Indians the kind of marginal economic role that insulated them from coercive threats to their language and values. The presence of Choctaw women in the marketplaces of New Orleans became a symbolic and remunerative form of asserting an Indian identity, which city boosters found quaint enough to publicize as a tourist attraction.59

But even within the most heterogeneous metropolis of the South, Indians could not escape the severe judgment of racial ideologues. As Indian diplomacy became less important to the city of New Orleans, formal visits by Indian delegations waned over the antebellum period. Defeated Indian leaders occasionally passed through town like celebrities, attracting attention from curious urban onlookers. The marginal presence and subordinate status of those Indian families who visited the city for trade, work, or amusement disappointed many observers who idealized “noble savages” from the obscure past or the distant West. Some even framed their critical commentary about lesser Indians in terms of the inevitability of extinction or the necessity for removal. But in the shadow of a predominant image that increasingly relegated American Indians to museums, exhibitions, and Wild West shows, real Indian people in the Lower Mississippi Valley continued their barely visible presence in New Orleans. Efforts at making the city a useful place for their own survival carried on into the twentieth century.
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Eight Images of Lower Mississippi Valley Indians in the Nineteenth Century

Depictions of American Indians on the Lower Mississippi Valley landscape during the nineteenth century reflected common attitudes toward American Indians in the United States. Painters and writers shared an ideology that divided the Indian population into two, almost antithetical, categories. Tribes in the trans-Mississippi West were considered noble savages, still living freely in a primitive state. Indian communities and individuals in the East were viewed with pity and scorn because they represented the tragic, albeit inevitable, consequence of the noble savage’s encounter with civilization. This self-serving bifurcation of the native world, a version of what anthropologist Renato Rosaldo called “imperialist nostalgia,” pervaded American arts and letters by the mid-nineteenth century.1

As viewed in previous chapters, most written descriptions dismissed Lower Mississippi Valley Indians occupying the margins of white society as pathetic remnants of once nobler tribes. The overall effect of such accounts is virtually to erase a sizable number of Indian people from history as they are contrasted with romanticized images of Indians once living, or still living elsewhere, in temporary isolation from “civilization.” This attitude no doubt influenced observers who produced pictorial images: sketches, drawings, paintings, and photographs.

Individuals and groups depicted in these images were pursuing an improvisational pattern of livelihood shared by many North American Indians at one time or another, as they pieced together traditional and new means of subsistence in order to cope with economic adversity. Perceptions of southern Indians who traveled and lived on the margins of non-Indian society, however, tended to be demeaning and debasing. Observers either pitied or loathed Indians living in small and scattered communities in close proximity to towns and plantations, so both pictorial and literary representations of them are loaded with biases - biases based on popular assumptions about the fate of American Indians.
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Yet these images can still enhance our understanding of much maligned Indian groups. In various kinds of texts - official records, travel accounts, pictures, and fiction - descriptive information about Indian communities must be carefully filtered and analyzed apart from the observers’ judgments that often frame them. A critical reading of literary and visual representations of Indians commonly seen across the nineteenth-century Lower Mississippi Valley - along roads and rivers, at marketplaces and social gatherings - can therefore garner valuable insight into the social and economic history of the Choctaws and other southern Indians.

Well-known painter George Catlin found Indians at Sault Ste. Marie and Mackinac Island too acculturated and, therefore, of little pictorial interest. He saw wretchedness and drunkenness among Great Lakes Indian communities and blamed fur traders and other whites for luring them into debauchery. Eager to travel farther west in order to portray Indians still untouched by civilization, Catlin paused to paint scenes of Chippewas netting fish and playing ball. “Of the two millions remaining alive at this time,” he wrote in 1840, “about I ,400,000 are already the miserable living victims and dupes of white man’s cupidity, degraded, discouraged and lost in the bewildering maze that is produced by the use of whiskey and its concomitant vices; and the remaining number arc yet unroused and unenticed from their wild haunts or their primitive modes, by the dread or love of white man and his allurements.” Catlin devoted his career to producing and selling an image of the latter group, against which he and his audience measured all other Indians.2

Some painters proved to be more interested than Catlin in the prosaic activities of various Indian groups. Among all of the familiar artists of nineteenth-century frontier regions, Seth Eastman was exceptional for his casual approach to American Indian scenes. As a captain stationed at Fort Snelling in the upper Mississippi Valley during the r84os, Eastman produced scores of miniature watercolors of the surrounding landscape. Rather than idealize Indian life as it might have been in the past, this realist painter was interested in the customs and activities of local Indians living in the present. So Eastman depicted Chippewas, Winncbagos, and Sioux in everyday life- fishing, camping, hunting, fighting, mourning, dancing, and traveling - without dclivering a social commentary or romantic vision.3 Trade with non-Indians also constituted an important feature of everyday life in many Indian communities, and a few artists managed to capture places and situations where exchange ordinarily occurred. Not as dramatic or romantic as scenes of re motePage 130 → Indian life, episodes of exchange were depicted by such well-known painters as Alfred Jacob Miller and Karl Bodmer. Artists who illustrated eastern Indians engaged in everyday interaction with non-Indians during the nineteenth century might be less familiar but are no less interesting as sources of pictorial information.4

Derogatory perceptions of Indian communities located close to non-Indian towns and cities also shaped historical works written about American Indians in earlier times. Writing about Indians in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century North America, Francis Parkman scorned those Indian communities that were still situated along the St. Lawrence River during his own lifetime. As he described the Huron mission town of New Lorette, in closing a chapter on refugees of the Iroquois War, “here, to this day, the tourist finds the remnant of a lost people, harmless weavers of baskets and sewers of moccasins, the Huron blood fast bleaching out of them.”5 Growing up in Portage, Wisconsin, young Frederick Jackson Turner visited Winnebago and Menominee villages on frequent fishing trips and saw Indian people when they visited his town. As owner and publisher of the Wisconsin State Register, Turner’s father often condemned these “worthless savages,” demanding in at least one issue of his newspaper that the government remove them from “a community where they are utterly despised, disgusting everyone with their filthiness and alarming timid women by their frightful appearance as they go begging from door to door.” Writing about a west-ward-moving line of civilization, with these childhood memories of Indian acquaintances, Turner the historian must have felt some ambivalence toward the fate of American Indians left behind the frontier.6

As in northern states, the sight of Indian groups traveling and camping in pursuit of resources and income was not uncommon in the southeastern United States. Artists, like other travelers, often approached American Indians who occupied the margins of plantation and urban society with great interest. Pictorial impressions of Lower Mississippi Valley Indians over the nineteenth century are available in a variety of sketches, drawings, and paintings.

Charles A. Lesueur, French naturalist and artist, traveled down the Mississippi River to New Orleans at least six times during the 1820s and 1830s. Among several sketches of American Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley, Lesueur drew a makeshift cabin built by Indian campers outside Memphis (plate 1). Back in 1808 Fortescue Cuming noticed a recently abandoned Page 131 →Indian camp along the Mississippi River just above Memphis. The temporary huts were funned “with two forked stakes, stuck in the ground, at from six to twelve feet apart, and from four to six feet high. A ridge pole is laid from fork to fork, and long pieces of bark stripped from the neighboring trees, are placed on their ends at a sufficient distance below, while the other ends overlap each other where they meet at the ridge pole.”7 Lesueur also drew a portrait of a Choctaw named James at Petit Gulf (plate 2), two Indians at Baton Rouge (plate 3), and a ball game being played by Indians at New Orleans (plate 4).8 Felix Achelle Beaupoil de Saint Aulaire’s drawings done around 182.I depict Indian families in the New Orleans area, one crossing a street (plate 5) and the other standing on the bank of the Mississippi (plate 6).

Swiss painter Karl Bodmer also caprured the ordinary presence of American Indians in New Orleans and other Mississippi River towns in the early nineteenth century as they traveled across the countryside to hunt and trade. Based at the utopian colony of New Hannony, Indiana, with Prince Maximilian, Bodmer traveled alone to New Orleans in January 1833. He stayed for a week with Joseph Barralino, an Italian druggist, who arranged for him to paint American Indians depicted in plates 7-9. Maximilian later recorded in his own diary Bodmer’s impressions of the Indians who frequented New Orleans. “Some of them make their fires on the streets,” he wrote, “and, like the Negro women, also cook their coffee as well as their somse, and overboiled meat dish.” On his rerum trip to New Harmony, Bodmer spent three days in Baton Rouge and a week in Natchez, painting additional images of Indians in those places (plates 10 and 11).9

Bodmer’s Choctaws at Natchez might be matched with a description written by Joseph Ingraham in the early 1830s. Ingraham had recently moved to Mississippi from Portland, Maine, to teach languages at Jefferson College and later became an Episcopal clergyman and novelist. The New Englander expressed disdain toward quite a few characteristics on the cultural landscape of the Lower Mississippi Valley but aimed some of his most robust prejudice at a group of Choctaw Indians in Natchez:


As I was crossing from the bluff to the entrance of one of the principal streets - a beautiful avenue bordered with the luxuriant China tree, whose dark rich foliage, nearly meeting above, fonned a continued arcade as far as the eye could penetrate - my attention was arrested by an extraordinary group, reclining in various attitudes under the grateful shade of the ornamental trees which line the way. With his back Page 132 →firmly planted against a tree, as though there existed a sympathetic affinity between the two, sat an athletic Indian with the neck of a black bottle thrust down his throat, while the opposite extremity pointed to the heavens. Between his left forefinger and thumb he held a com-cob, as a substitute for a stopper. By his side, his blanket hanging in easy folds from his shoulders, stood a tall, fine-looking youth, probably his son, his raven hair falling masses over his back, with his black eyes fixed upon the cider Indians, as a faithful dog will watch each movement of his intemperate master. One hand supported a rifte, while another was carelessly suspended over his shoulder. There was no change in this group while I remained in sight; they were as immoveable as statues. A little in the rear, lay several “warriors” fast locked in the arms of Bacchus or Somnus, (probably both,) their rifles lying beside them. Near them a knot of embryo chiefs were gamboling in all the glorious freedom of “sans cuwttes.” At a little distance, half concealed by huge baskets apparently just unstrapped from their backs, filled with the motley paraphernalia of an Indian lady’s wardrobe, sat, cross-legged, a score of dark-eyed, brown-skinned girls and women, laughing and talking in their soft, childish language, as merrily as any ladies would have done, whose “lords” lay thus supine at their feet. Half a score of miserable, starved wretches, “mongrel, whelp and hound,” which it were an insult to the noble species to term dogs, wandering about like unburied ghosts “seeking what they might devour,” completed the novel and picturesque ensemble of the scene.10



The disheveled and indigent appearance of Indians in some ofBodmer’s pictures seems to represent a derisive attitude profusely expressed in Ingraham’s words. The Indian’s son resembles a “faithful dog,” a rifle is “carelessly” hanging over his shoulder, playful boys are “embryo chiefs,” Indian women and girls show “dark eyes and brown skin,” their baskets contain “motley” possessions, the language is “childish,” and - in what the author perhaps considered his most stinging insult - their dogs are “mongrels.”

Many observers believed that only women toiled in Indian society. This reflected a deepening sentiment in middle-class urban culture that men should be the principal breadwinners, whether by farming or by some other means of livelihood.11 Alfred Boisseau’s Louisiana Indians Walking along a Bayou (plate 12), painted in 1847, depicted a man with a rifle on his shoulder followed in line by a boy with a blowcane, a woman carrying a basket on her back, and another woman with a baby. This Paris-born painter captured the movement of an Indian family in a way that reflected bourgeois attitudes toward gender. “In a march of these savages,” Berquin-Duvallon recorded during his travels through Louisiana in 1802, “I have seen the squaws bendingPage 133 → beneath their burdens, while the men walked gravely before, painted with vermilion, and carrying on their shoulders only a light fusee.”12 Harriet Martineau’s description of Indians around Columbus, Georgia, in April 1835, also bears an uncanny resemblance to Boisseau’s painting:


Groups of Indians were crouching about the entries of the stores, or looking in at the windows. The squaws went by, walking one behind another, with their hair, growing low on the forehead, loose, or tied at the back of the head. . . . These squaws carried large Indian baskets on their backs, and shuffled along, barefooted, while their lords paced before them, well mounted; or if walking, gay with blue and red clothing and embroidered leggings, with tufts of hair at the knees, while pouches and white fringes dangled about them. They looked like grave merry-andrews; or, more still, like solemn fanatical harvest men going out for largess. By eight o’clock they had all disappeared; but the streets were full of them again the next morning.13



In accounts of Indian activity around Lower Mississippi Valley towns, the women were usually described as busily making baskets or gathering plants and firewood for sale while the men were portrayed as idle or lazy. “The men kill wild fowl, drink rum, or sit on the ground in a pensive posture doing nothing,” wrote Berquin-Duvallon. “The men, when not hunting,” according to Fortescue Cuming, “lounge at full length wrapped in their blankets, or sit cross legged, while the women do the domestick drudgery, or make baskets of various shapes with split cane, which they do with great neatness, and a certain degree of ingenuity.” Unable to view hunting as a form of work, many observers were nonetheless impressed by the men’s skill at the chase. “Those among them who have no guns,” Paul Alliot observed about Indian men in the New Orleans area, “make use of a reed in which they place small pebbles or round peas, and by blowing through the reed, they strike rabbits so well that they kill them with as great skill as if they were using guns.”14

Two paintings by François Bernard are perhaps the most vivid representations of Indian family life in the New Orleans area during the mid-nineteenth century. Born in France, Bernard painted in and around New Orleans from 18 5 6 to 186o and returned for a short visit in 1867. Choctaw Village near the Chefancte (plate 13) depicts one of the permanent Choctaw communities that formed across Lake Pontchartrain from the city. As discussed in chapter 7, these Indians were becoming the parishioners of Father Adrien Rouquette at about the time this painting was done. In Louisitmalndian Encampment (plate 14) Bernard painted a temporary camp that Choctaws and others periodically set up on the outskirts of New Orleans, either Page 134 →on the north or south shore of Lake Pontchartrain. Both paintings capture a leisurely mixture of preparations for both household needs and market sales during the families’ more relaxed time together.15

Camps of Mississippi and Louisiana Indians scattered across the Lower Mississippi Valley provided subjects for various kinds of literary creativity and social commentary. In 1841 William Gilmore Simms published a short story called “Oakatibbe, or the Choctaw Sampson,” which centered on a group of Indians seasonally employed by a planter near Natchez to help pick cotton. Simms had traveled across Mississippi with his father and uncle in 1814, when he was eighteen years old, so he was familiar with this form of Indian-white interaction. In Simms’s story, Oakatibbe kills Loblolly Jack in a drunken fight and is sentenced to death by his chief for murdering another Choctaw. The planter views his employment of Indian workers as an experiment in “civilization.” The author is skeptical of this plan, however, and depicts Loblolly Jack trying to cheat the planter by pressing down on the scales that weighed his wife’s basket of cotton. The courage of Oakatibbe, who accepts responsibility for his actions and refuses to take the planter’s advice to flee, represents what Simms saw as the high principles of Indian culture in face of white interference and encroachment. The Indian hero faces execution with nobility.16

In L’Hahitlltion S11int-Yb11rs, New Orleans novelist Alfred Mercier tells the story of Titia, a light-skinned young slave who is pregnant with a child conceived in a love relationship with her owner’s son. When Titia and her grandmother, Old Lagniappe, are sold in New Orleans to an upriver planter, Old Lagniappe conspires to conceal all traces of African ancestry in Titia’s expected child. “She dickers with a wandering band of Choctaws until they agree to let the granddaughter run away with them and bear her child in their midst.” Here the marginal and transient presence of Indian families provides a safe space for crossing society’s racial lines.17

In the 18 30s the family of Louis Moreau Gottschalk, New Orleans-born composer and pianist, spent time at a cottage in Pass Christian on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Choctaws regularly passed through the resort town to sell game and wares, stopping at the Gottschalk residence on occasion. Recalling one such visit during his early childhood, the virtuoso musician deployed a stereotype of American Indians to comment on a lack of refinement among critics and audiences in the United States:
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One evening when I was playing “Hail Columbia” a large Indian stopped at the door and inquisitively watched my hands running over the keyboard. My father (although a man of great intelligence, he was not without that weakness in which all fathers participate, who think their children phoenixes) said to the Indian, “You see what this little paleface can do.” The vanity of the savage was so much the more wounded as he could not deny that the child did what neither he nor his had ever done. He came in and attentively examined the box where the strange sounds had come from. Tea was ready. We passed into the next room without thinking of the Indian. I alone secretly observed him. His great size and hoarse voice inspired me with childish fear. I saw him, after satisfying himself that he was not observed, slowly approach the piano; he looked attentively at the keyboard, then carelessly, and if by accident, he let his hand fall upon a key, which returned a sound. Scarcely had he heard it when his countenance, which had remained morose, brightened, he sat down at the piano, and with all the force of his arms he began to beat the keys, calling out triumphantly to my father, “You sec, I never tried before, and I make more noise than he.”



Do you understand my comparison? “No!” Very well, then. Go to B-, and when you are told what someone told me - “Mrs. -- is the best singer here, because you can hear her a mile off”- recall to yourself the Indian of Pass Christian. “This gallery of paintings is the largest we have in America.” The Indian of Pass Christian. “Mr. So-and-so is an excellent judge of music; he has spent six months in Europe.” Again, my Indian. “Our hotel is as good as the Fifth Avenue or the Continental; look at the number of dishes on the bill of fare.” The Indian, always the Indian.18

Drawings, photographs, and fiction captured the presence of American Indians in the New Orleans market over the second half of the nineteenth century. Alfred R. Waud’s Sunday in New Orleans - The French Mtirltet (plate 15), from Harper’s Weekry in 1866, is one of the most detailed illustrations of Indians and their wares in the market. Other drawings offer a closer view of Indian women. Indian Gumbo Sellers (plate 16), a sketch by Waud, depicts three women seated before baskets filled with powdered sassafras leaves. In the French Market (plate 17) portrays a back view of perhaps a mother and her daughter sitting between a pile of leaves and a large cane basket. The pack basket or kish’e made and carried by Choctaw women had long been a distinctive feature of their presence across the Lower Mississippi Valley landscape. Plates 18-20 are photographs of Indian women at the New Orleans market taken during the last decade of the nineteenth century. American IndianPage 136 → women peddling foraged and handcrafted products represented, in the imagination of non-Indian observers, the emasculated condition of a formerly virile people. As Grace King wrote in a history of Louisiana for schoolage readers, “the Indian women who to-day sell sassafras and herbs in the French market arc descended from the once dreaded tribe of Choctaws.”19

Choctaw women in the French Market also appear in passing scenes of local literature. In Kate Chopin’s 1897 short story, “Neg Creol,” the itinerant laborer named Chicot works around the fish market for wages in kind. Depicting this old African American’s barter activity, Chopin writes, “He was glad to get a handkerchief from the Hebrew, and grateful if the Choctaws would trade him a bottle of fill for it.” With a soup bone from the butcher and a few crabs or shrimp from the fishmonger, Chicot was ready to make himself some gumbo.20 The popular image of Indian women always present at New Orleans markets provided George Washington Cable with an effective simile in his short story “Cafe des Exiles.” To create an opening portrait of the cafe on Burgundy Street, Cable describes “an antiquated story-and-a-half Creole cottage sitting right down on the banquette, as do the Choctaw squaws who sell bay and sassafras and life cverlasting.”21

J. Dallas’s illustration (plate 11) appeared in Emerson’s Magazine in 1857. It accompanied an article written by Richardson Cox, who wrote that “picturesque groups are often seen under the shadows of the markets, which the artist’s eye will seize; not unlikely a party ofindian girls, ready to sell their small wares and willing to be gazed upon.”22 The New Orleans French Market was indeed picturesque, eliciting from visitors countless descriptions of how diverse and lively its vendors were. The gaze directed at scattered groups of Indian vendors is especially interesting, as observers tried to set them peculiarly apart from the rest of the crowd. The disheveled and forlorn look of Dallas’s subjects caters to a prevailing opinion among observers about the impaired character of Indians who frequented town. Englishman Charles Latrobe, visiting New Orleans back in 1834, voiced in words a sentiment that the later illustrator perhaps wanted to express:


In the midst of this crowd there was one little cluster of human beings, posted a little apart from the main thoroughfare, which for several days drew my attention and caught my sympathies more than any other. It was a solitary Indian family of the Chocktaw tribe, consisting of a mother and several female children, together with a youth on the verge of manhood. They had come down the river in a small canoe which lay moored in among the shipping, with a petty cargo of coarse basket-work which they were attempting to dispose of. The mother sat on a mat surrounded by Page 137 →her store and occupied with the cares of her restless progeny; while her son, clad in blanket and bright scarlet leggings, lounged against a neighboring pillar with the graceful posture but vacant eye of his race. Every thing about all their little contrivances spoke to my memory of the Forest and Prairie ... and more than all, of the desolate fortunes of their race - now strangers in their own land - and craving food from the hands of the alien!23



Racializcd images of American Indian groups living in the shadow of the Cotton South mixed pity for their lost past with contempt for their lingering presence. In words and pictures produced by many white observers during the nineteenth century, Indian people still inhabiting their homeland were represented mainly as a sad reminder of civilization’s inevitable impact upon the noble savage. This prevailing view not only sentenced them to a hopeless future but also confined them to a predictable past. The history and culture of southern Indians were consequently denied their importance for a long time. But now, the many clues of Indian resilience and survival- even those framed within a language of decline and extinction - are fortunately being investigated with vigor. Once portrayed in American arts and letters as outcasts in the land of their ancestors, American Indians who have struggled through time both to make a decent living and to preserve their cultural identity in the Lower Mississippi Valley play a significant role in the American story.
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