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Iroquois Confederacy du'ality in early Mohawk Valiey history

By JEFF GRESSLER

Spiecial 1o The Timas

LITTLE FALLS — Few Litile
Falls residents grow up without
reading and hearing about the role
playved by local Mative Americans
during our Colonial Era and the
Revolutionary War.

Unfortunately, the stories that
we are most familiar with portray
local Indians as mere savages, bent
on revenge against Mohawk Valley
pam-:ﬁd serking independence firom
E 3

ncg;?ﬂse: pxamination reveals a
mare complex Indian role in early
American hastony: This work will fio-
cus on this complexity, with partic-
ular emphasis on the contributions
made by the Iroguois Confederacy
to our democratis process and boen-
vironmental pearensss

The Mohawk Indians was ane of
the five original tribes of the fro-

uis Confederacy, they were the
“kespers of the eastern door”™ 1o
Contederacy lands. The Mohawlks
ancestral tribal lands inchuded what
is mow Little Falls and extended
north and south of the Molawk
Valley. During Colonial times, Mo-
hewlk Indians and Little Falls area

settlers interacted regularly over

commerce and land vse issues. In
essence, the Mohawk Indians and
our Little Falls area ancestors were
ﬁ:ighbﬂnﬂnat ﬁ:stlmd then enemies

UFing Bevolutionary War.

Given that the Mohawks were the
eastermmost Lribe of the Troguois
Confederacy, they were the first to
come in contact with Palatine set-
tlers as they moved westward
through the Mohawk Valley. The
encrosching Palatines were compet-
ing with I'ﬁ]l.‘i.r Indian ors
u]:'er mnﬁh&]anﬂs contro nTlihEn
the Mohawks for generations. This,
of course, led to land squabbles
and much hard feeling. This was
one reason why the Mohawlks sided
with the English in the Revolubion-
ary War. The Oneidas, by contrast,
became America’s first military ally
when they sided with patriots at the
1777 battle of Oriskamny.

The term noble savage was a sort
of will-'-the-wisp dashing roman=-
tically through early European and

Amencan literature. James Feni-
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more Cooper'’s “Last of the Maohi-
cans” and Walter D. Edmonds’
“Dvums along the Mohawk" portray
Indians a2 lving in harmony with
the natural world but also being

q;i'b: capable of acts of barbaric bo-
tality
Coopers fctionalized account of

the forced Brtish evacmation of
Fort William Henry on Lake George
during the French and Indian War
s Makive American savageTy.
ditary and civilian evacuees were
deseended upon by Indians allied
with the French. Cooper wrote “The
flow of blood might be likened to
the carthreaking of a torrent; and, as
thee mpatives bhecame heated and
maddened by the sight, many of
them even kneeled to the earth, and
drank freely, exultingly, hellishly, of
the erimson tide” 19590= film
version of Cooper’s work provides a
amilar story line for those not fa-
miliar with the book.

Edmonds alzo wrote a fictional-
ized acoount of Indian savagery
during the Rﬂ'u]lttimmr:'.' War's
Androstown massacre near today’s
Jordanville. “Gill saw for the first
time the body hanging on the fence.
It was ald Bell. He was caught with
one leg through the rails up to the
croteh and both arms over the top
rail; his head tilted fo one side,
against his shoulder. He had been
scalped. The top of his head was like
a red EE:: against the sunlight,
with a little halo of flies.” We get the
picture, Native Amevicans had the
capacity for savagery.

Little Falls Ristorical Sociewy

We also need to see that Indians
in general, and the Trocguoeds Confed-
eTacy |, nosaunes) in particu-
Lar, were main players in the drama
that created American dermocracy.
Most ;fﬂa;:;ﬂmm Cﬂﬂr;_:l-_l:ihrﬁnnnl

rinei ert similar concepts
&und in thee Trogquois Confederacy's
Gayanashagowa (Great Binding
Lanar)

St:milm of powers and checks

ces are at the very core of
our democratic process, We have a
President (executive hranch), a
Comgress (legislative branch) and a
court syvstem (judicial branch);
each branch has clearly defined
Constilutiomn! powers as well as the
power to check or limit the powers
of the ather two branches, An exam-
ple of this checks and balances oe-
curs when Presidents nominate
Supreme Court justices. The nom-
inee has to be confirmed by a ma-
jarity vote in the U5, Senate. Thos,
the legislative branch can check
the power of the executive branch.

The Iroywois had sirmilar demio-
cratic scparation of government

rs in practice centuries he-

e Enropeans even came to the
New World. They had a three-
tiered form of government with
sachems (chiefs) serving as an exee-
utive branch, lawmaking power
was divided between a two part leg-
islature and the Rovenah women
had powers similar to 2 judicial
branch. The Royvenah women also
selected the male sachems. Shared
power between men and women

centuries before our gwn 15980 191]1
Amendment granting women's suf-
frage; advanced “savages™ indeed!

Fedemlism is ancther fundamen-
tal principle of American govern-
ment putlined in our Constitution:
porwer is shared between the foder-
al and state governments, Only the
federal povernment can codn and
mint money and make treaties with
foreign nations, State governments
contrel education and establish
marriage and divorce laws. The
Iroguois Confederacy was like a
federal government and its five
tribes (Jater six) were like our indi-
vidual states. Handenosaunee ex-
tended family clans resembled our
own county and local povernaments,

Each tribe had particalar duties
and responsibilities, As mentioned
earlier, the Mohawks of our imnee-
diate area were the “keepers of the

eastern door” and bore the brmnt of
exrliest contact with Europeans.
The Omeides were the “people of the
great stone” and were Americas
first ml.'lilary i]l.ll':-.'a. al the battle of
Oriskany. The Onondagas were the
“keepers of the council fire™ and
lived on land where the great coun-
cil of the Iromguenis Cﬂ.l'lful:l-u:':u_‘:.' et
each summer. The Cayugas were the
smallest of the five tribes and also
sided with the Brtish in the Revo-
Iationary War. Finully, the Senacas
were the “keepers of the western
dawr” A.L'I.'i:nE much hike indiidual
American stabes, sach tribe had

ific dutics that were outlined in
their Gavanashagowa. Just as our
federal government exercises fader-
al supremacy over the individun! the
states, the Iroquois Confederacy as
a body poverned the bebavdor of the
individual tribes and clans,

Thee Erosquanis also allowed individs
ual Indians and entire tribes to
join their Confederacy. This oe-
curred in the 16005 when the Tos-
caroras were allowed to became
thee sixth Comfederacy tribe, Similar-
kv, o Constitution outlines proce-
dures for both immigration pro-
cesdings for individuads and for
the admission of new states to the
Union. Readers wishing to further
study the overlaps between the Iro-
guicis Comfedersey comstitution and
the United States Constitution
should also examine judicial re-
riew, civibian control of the mditary
and mdividunl rghts and liberties
common to both documents.

The democratic principles of sep-
aration of powers with checks and
halances and fedecalism were being
practiced by the Trogquois genera-
tions before Exropeans entertained
such politieal concepts. Enropeans
were still mired in the world of
monarchical serprment with Little
recognition of individuals liberties.
The Mative Americans of our region
were truly at the vanguard of dem-
ocratic practices. They settled dis-
putes between Indian tribes by
:E-m:ljng_ i:::p:ﬁgnrmd chiefs to con-
ciliate and arbitrate disagresmients.
Thus, our region was both the
birthplace of many mainstay dem-
ocratic principles as practiced by the
froquois Confederacy and “ground
zery” in the fight for independence
from England in the Revolutionary
War, Our white ancestors f-:lu?ﬁ T
freedom end then established a
foren qf_gu\'rmm:nt fashioned in
many ways upon the centuries old
practices of the Haudenosaunee

le. A number of our foundin
E&En wiere well uainted wit
Iroquois democratic principles
when drafting our Conshtution at
the Constitutional Comention in
ITE.

Benjamin Franklin championed
the ITroquois as he prntﬂl&d his
ideas for our federal union. South
Carolina delegate John Rutledge at
one point during the Convention
read the Great Binding law to the

ideals. Only months be
Constitutional Convention James
Madison attended Irogueis Corded-
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eracy great counell mectings, The
influences would ssem apparent.
Tt is not the purpose of this wiit-
ing to at 'r|.'|:|:|'!:||: fo comvinoe onr
readers that the Iroquods were the
omly source of ideals and principles
tor our Constitation, 17th and 16th
century Enropean Enlightennent
thinkers and writers, including
Locke, Roussemy, Violtaine and oth=
£rs, were aleo srarces of inspiration.
Students of history can also point to
the Greeks and Romans as models
for many of sur demesratic prac-
tiees. However, we do neod to take
pride in the role played by the Ma-
tive Americans of our immediate
area in the development oof mum: of
ot demaeeatic principles. Addi-
tiomally, we also nesd to better ree-
ognize pd celebrate the role Tﬂ'ﬁJ
Ty ey Little Falls amd Mohawk Val-
]E-_r ANCEsStoTs Th e makion’s quest
for independence. i
We can also celebrate the Native
American contribution to emvimon-
mentalism. The Indian life was 2
partnership between man and na-
ture. As we read the words of the
eat Iroquois leaders we are awed
- their philosophical and spirits-
al identification with the natural
world. Perhaps this enviroamental
awareness can best be identified in
the clasgic Mative American princi-
ple: “In our every deliberation, we
must consider the impact of our de-
cizions on the next seven genera-
tions." All people and nations coubd
certainly benefit from such long
range enviroaniental Fl‘f“-‘.‘.krdshil]:l.
Webster defines duality as the
state of being dual or conslsting of
twao p;rl_g_ An at’_empt s ikl Bn
this writing to bring to Light this two
part existence of the Iroquois Indi
ans who preceded by centuries the
arrival of white Enropeans in the

Mohawk Valley, We all grow up with
images of Mative Américans as vi-
alent saviges bent on preventing
onr ancestors from the rghteons
{uest far fivzt L amd then frse-
dom, An apprecistion for the more
sl part of the “noble smaee” has
been the purpose of this writing,

Readers are nrged to further
study the connplex history of our
Native Amercun forbenrers. Per-
iaps comsieler a visit o the Irsgunis
Muscum in Schodiarie as a family
educational outing.

Please read and eI all of the
Little Falls Historical Societys writ-
ing series as we build momenton
towards our 2011 City of Little
Falls birentenmnial,

Joff Gresaler i= a lifelomg Little
Eulls resident and a retived history
teacher from Clinton Central
Schoul,

EDITORYS NOTE: This is the
Sopyd in an ongoing ories of articles
o el attendion o the D000 bicen-
tennial of the City of Little Fal
Speasoned by the Little Falls His
torical Socrely, any imdividoal or
group wishing to submit pleces of
wark Jor onsideration of 1hisca-
thon o= part of the “Towards Onr Br-
centennial” series should do so hr
contacting either Pressdent Terry
Tippin or Viee Presadent Loune
Baum at the Litthe Falls Historieal
Society at 319 8 Ann St., Litthe Falls
NY 1839465,



