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Abstract 

This dissertation challenges traditional approaches to European and Native 

American interactions. It focuses not on how Indians adapted to Euro-American peoples 

and markets, but conversely, how non-native economic actions were shaped by 

expressions of Native economic and political power within the Lower Mississippi Valley 

between 1763 and 1803. In their efforts to secure a place in the Lower Valley the Spanish 

and British sought out trade, military alliances, and land from Choctaws and 

Chickasaws. Likewise, Choctaws and Chickasaws sought to obtain manufactured goods 

from the British and Spanish. These Native nations and European empires each operated 

within the boundaries set by their assets and liabilities. Chickasaws and Choctaws 

possessed superior military capabilities, but lacked the ability to produce needed or 

desired manufactured goods. European empires possessed substantial economic 

resources, including the means to produce and transport these manufactured items, but 

lacked the military capacity to establish effective sovereignty over the lands that they 

claimed within the region. 

 During the second half of the eighteenth century this seeming stalemate tilted in 

the favor of Choctaws, Chickasaws, and in the favor of the Euro-American merchants 

and traders who provided these Native peoples with the goods that they desired. Seeing 

the need of the British and Spanish for trading partners and military allies, Choctaw and 
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Chickasaw leaders repeatedly forced the representatives of these empires to the 

negotiating table, but they did so without sacrificing their sovereignty. Instead, they 

leveraged Euro-American dependence upon their assistance, securing numerous and 

valuable diplomatic payments in return for nominal alliances. This dissertation 

demonstrates how Euro-American merchants and traders benefitted from these 

interactions and exchanges between empires and Indians. Choctaws and Chickasaws 

only traded with allies. Diplomacy provided merchants and traders with access to 

Native markets, while diplomatic payments of guns, powder, and other items also 

subsidized the Native production of deerskins. As importantly, this diplomacy offered 

Euro-Americans of the Lower Valley with opportunities to sell non-native diplomats the 

food and manufactured goods demanded by Choctaws and Chickasaws. By revealing 

the centrality of imperial expenditures on diplomatic payments to Indians for the 

economies of the late eighteenth-century Lower Valley, this dissertation not only shapes 

our understanding of the deerskin trade, but also of how many British and Spanish 

subjects navigated economically between overlapping Native and non-native systems of 

power. 
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Introduction  

 British Lieutenant John Ross created a map of the Lower Mississippi Valley in 

1765. The map is sparse, featuring large stretches of blank space and few labels 

indicating the positions of Euro-American cities and settlements. However, the potential 

that Ross and many others saw in the Lower Valley can be seen in a notation that he 

scribbled in below the town of Natchez that reads "very good land." If we move forward 

in time nearly a century we find the realization of this potential drawn onto a much 

different map. Norman's "Chart of the Lower Mississippi River" portrays the river and 

the plantations that lined its banks in 1858. Between New Orleans and Baton Rouge 

continuous yellow and green rectangles and triangles, representing sugar plantations, 

intersect with the river. Between Baton Rouge and Natchez pink and blue rectangles and 

triangles, representing cotton plantations, extend to the shores of the Mississippi. 

Plantation owners bought narrow river frontages that extended back to create elongated 

strips of land for good reason¾doing so allowed them to cheaply and easily ship their 

crops downstream and to receive manufactured goods sent up from New Orleans. The 

Mississippi brought other resources to these landowners as well, principally through 

thousands of years of flooding, which had deposited the rich alluvial soils that made the 

region's agriculture so productive. Slave labor, fertile soil, and easy shipping combined 
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to make the nineteenth-century Lower Valley a place that created vast wealth for a few, 

and toil and suffering for many.1  

 

                                                        

1 Liet. Ross "Course of the River Mississippi from the Balise to Fort Chartres: Taken on an 
expedition to the Illinois in the latter end of the year 1765," [image cropped] (London: Robt. 
Sayer, 1775). https://lccn.loc.gov/74693015 (accessed 12 February 2017); Marie Adrien Persac, 
"Norman's chart of the lower Mississippi River," (New Orleans: B. M. Norman, 1858) 
https://www.loc.gov/item/78692178/ (accessed 12 February 2017). The richness of the soil and 
the advantages of river frontage can be seen in the fortunes that were built along the banks of the 
Lower Mississippi River. For early planter success see, Aaron D. Anderson, Builders of a New 
South: Merchants, Capital, and the Remaking of Natchez, 1865-1914 (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2013), 17-21. Michael Wayne asserts that "The Natchez district was the richest 
principality in the domain of King Cotton." Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society: The Natchez 
District, 1860-80 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 1. 
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Figure 1: Ross, "Course of the River Mississippi from the Balise to Fort Chartres..., 
1765" 
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Figure 2: Norman's chart of the lower Mississippi River... 1858 



 

 

            13 

 

 

 What are we to make of the discrepancies between Ross's and Norman's maps? 

The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 was certainly a key factor in the transition. However, 

another important factor can be found in some of the notations on Ross's 1765 map, 

including "Saint Catherine destroy'd by the Natchez [Indians] in 1729," and "Where the 

22 Regt was drove back by the Tunicas [Indians], 1764." This dissertation reveals a more 

complicated story than the one found in Ross's notations. Native peoples did not simply 

postpone the realization of the dreams of Euro-Americans until the coming of the United 

States. Native actions also created economic ties and opportunities.  

 This central question of this dissertation is¾how did the non-native residents of 

the Lower Valley economically respond to Native power and Native demands? 

Answering the question begins with documenting Native actions. I argue that, between 

1763 and 1803, Choctaws and Chickasaws of the Lower Mississippi Valley repeatedly 

confronted potentially devastating processes, including Euro-American intrusion, 

diplomatic negotiations, and warfare, but used their demographic, military, and 

diplomatic power to turn these threats into opportunities that benefitted them and 

shaped the economies of their non-native neighbors. Guiding Euro-American officials as 

they traveled, forcing repeated diplomatic meetings, or pledging support for Euro-

American military efforts, Choctaws and Chickasaws secured diplomatic payments from 

European empires. These empires provided Choctaw and Chickasaw men and women 

with guns, powder, knives, scissors, and other tools of the skins trade. Choctaws and 
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Chickasaws also received restitution for unfair trade conducted by Euro-American 

traders and secured food and assistance during times of war or famine. They also 

encouraged empires¾though less successfully¾to control unruly traders and to reduce 

the flow of alcohol into their communities. Taken together, Choctaw and Chickasaw 

power and actions produced direct profits, subsidized the skins trade, and helped to 

ameliorate some of the most devastating forces introduced or exacerbated by non-native 

newcomers; including famine, violence, alcohol, and dispossession.  

 The success of Choctaws and Chickasaws in shaping the policies and practices of 

their Euro-American counterparts is the launching point for this study. I contend that 

many non-natives of the Lower Valley (defined here as extending from New Orleans to 

Vicksburg, east through Chickasaw and Choctaw territory) benefitted from the actions 

of these Native peoples. Traders and merchants regularly profited¾or profiteered¾at 

the expense of their own empires when provisioning Indian guides and Euro-American 

officials who were conducting diplomacy with Choctaws and Chickasaws. Moreover, 

like most Native peoples of the era, Choctaws and Chickasaws only engaged in 

commerce with allies. Euro-American traders and merchants of the Lower Valley 

allowed empires to conduct the expensive diplomacy diplomatic required before trade 

with Indians could take place, which reduced their total operating costs. Finally, at 

times, unscrupulous traders counted on empires to reimburse wronged Native 

customers and protect them from the consequences of their actions. Taken together, the 
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power and demands of Choctaws and Chickasaws resulted in significant flows of food 

and goods that benefitted large numbers of non-natives within the late eighteenth-

century Lower Mississippi Valley. 

 This dissertation began life as a much different project, one that examined the 

late eighteenth-century Mississippi Valley through the framework of Atlantic history. I 

started with the idea that the Mississippi River pushed the Atlantic world inland, 

connecting regions that are often considered as western hinterlands with a vibrant wider 

world. However, I soon found myself following flows of people, goods, and ideas inland 

into the heart of Choctaw and Chickasaw homelands. At first these sources told a 

seemingly familiar tale; one in which Euro-American residents desired to convert Native 

territories into plantations, and in which Chickasaws and Choctaws showed little 

inclination to assent to large-scale land sales. Diplomatic conflicts and disputes littered 

the pages of correspondence produced by Euro-American officials. Moreover, these 

disputes took place in the context of multiple global wars, which led to a rapid 

succession of Euro-American entrances to and exits from the region. Yet, despite this 

surplus of conflict, in many regards the residents of the Lower Valley, both Native and 

non-native, appeared motionless. Euro-Americans never brought violence on any 

significant scale into Choctaw and Chickasaw homelands. Relatively few Native leaders 

or warriors responded wholeheartedly to British, Spanish, or American calls to arms. 

And, most non-native residents of the Lower Valley remained in the region even after 
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the defeat of their home empires. In short, this looked like a lot of confusing sound with 

little actual fury.  

 To understand what was happening within the late eighteenth-century Lower 

Valley, I clearly needed to pay attention to power dynamics. Thankfully, the topic of 

Native power has been taken up by many talented scholars over the past few decades, 

especially after the publication of Richard White's The Middle Ground. Rather than ignore 

Indians, castigate Euro-American violence and theft, or concentrate exclusively on the 

question of Native innovation or resistance, White demonstrates how dispossessed 

Algonquians and vulnerable French newcomers forged a mutually comprehensible 

world within the Great Lakes region. Over time, mutual dependence within a dangerous 

and depopulated space stimulated the creation of a vibrant middle ground.2  

 White's thesis spawned considerable debate over its applicability to other 

regions. Eventually, much of the most thought-provoking scholarship began to focus on 

situations in which Indians possessed distinct advantages over non-native newcomers. 

Historian Kathleen DuVal's The Native Ground demonstrates clearly that there was no de 

facto Indian desire to form alliances with Euro-Americans based on compromise, and 

                                                        

2 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-
1815 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). Works of the 1970s and 1980s 
began to directly assault the Anglo-centrism or neglect of Native peoples found in earlier 
scholarship. See, Francis Jennings, The Invasion of America: Indians, Colonialism, and the Cant of 
Conquest (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1975), and, Patricia Nelson Limerick, 
The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New York: Norton, 1987).  
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that "only relatively weak people desired the kind of compromises inherent in a middle 

ground." Analyzing interactions between Euro-Americans and Quapaws, Osages, and 

other Native nations of the Arkansas Valley during the eighteenth century, DuVal 

describes a world in which Indians "called the shots," strategically leveraging their 

demographic, diplomatic, and military advantages to incorporate would-be colonizers 

within Native spheres of influence. Examining the Texas borderlands during the 

eighteenth century, historian Juliana Barr similarly argues that "Indians dictated the 

rules and Europeans were the ones who had to accommodate, resist, and persevere." 

Barr's account reconsiders this region through a Native perspective defined by 

gendered, kinship-based relationships, in which women played key diplomatic roles, 

rather than by familiar "European constructions of power."3  

 Pekka Hämäläinen's Comanche Empire tells a story of the Southwest in which 

"Indians expand, dictate, and prosper, and European colonists resist, retreat, and 

struggle to survive." Hämäläinen argues that the Comanche forged a unique empire, not 

by directly governing their non-native subjects, but by using their military and economic 

clout to control borders, movement through space, trade, and access to resources. Most 

recently, Michael Witgen's An Infinity of Nations contends that, rather than incorporate 

                                                        

3 Kathleen DuVal, The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the Continent 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 5, 12; Juliana Barr, Peace Came in the Form 
of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas Borderlands (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2007), 6-8. 
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into a New World created by Euro-Americans, the Anishinaabe and Dakota of the Great 

Lakes and northern plains created "a Native New World in the heartland of North 

America" into which they drew select Euro-Americans.4   

 So how does the late eighteenth-century Lower Valley compare with these other 

regions; and what does the answer mean for the history of the region and its habitants? 

The fourth chapter of this dissertation makes it clear that Choctaws and Chickasaws 

outclassed their Euro-American neighbors militarily during this era, making the region 

much more of a Native ground than a middle ground. European empires came and 

went, each being incorporated into Choctaw and Chickasaw systems of power as they 

established themselves. However, there are several reasons for expanding this 

dissertation beyond the question of what kind of "ground" the Lower Valley became. 

First, the success of these existing studies simply makes such a categorization less novel 

and compelling. Second, there is an inherent risk that comes with examining internal 

transformations and adaptations, or antagonistic encounters in which Indians and Euro-

Americans fought one another—usually over sovereignty and land¾in order to assay 

Native power. Namely, that in linking the importance of Indians to broad historical 

narratives with impactful confrontations with Euro-Americans over land and 

                                                        

4 Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 1; Michael J. 
Witgen, An Infinity of Nations: How the Native New World Shaped Early North America (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 16, 116. 
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sovereignty, the removal of Indians from territory or from effective military resistance 

also removes them from these larger historical narratives.5  

 Luckily, the scholarship of DuVal, Barr, Hämäläinen, and others charts a path by 

not contenting itself with merely providing a new appreciation of Native power, but by 

going on to demonstrate how this power shaped Euro-American diplomacy and 

governance. This dissertation builds upon and contributes to this scholarship by asking 

a new question about the effects of Choctaw and Chickasaw actions. It examines not 

how Native peoples of the Lower Valley created a native ground, or how Native actions 

shaped Euro-American governance and diplomacy, but what it meant for non-native 

residents to live in such a space. More specifically, it investigates Native effects upon 

non-native economies of the Lower Valley. In doing so this dissertation intersects with 

several other historiographies. One is a diverse literature that investigates Native 

influences on non-native institutions; but outside of the context of Native military or 

demographic superiority. Another literature examines the Southeastern deerskin trade, 

usually from a perspective that details changes within Native communities that this 

trade engendered. Finally, a small body of scholarship does directly investigate how 

Native participation within Euro-American markets shaped non-native economies or 

economic thought. 

                                                        

5 Numerous histories foreground Native acculturation, adaptation, or resistance as strategies to 
survive or thrive. For one example that does connect with larger historiographies see, Daniel K. 
Richter, Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early America (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2001). 
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 Woody Holton's Forced Founders is one of several books that demonstrates Native 

influences on American governance. Holton's book recounts how Ohio Valley Indians 

forced the British government to delay the expansion of settlement into Kentucky. The 

perception that Britain privileged Native interests over those of their own subjects 

pushed prominent land speculators like George Washington and Thomas Jefferson 

towards rebellion. Writing of the post-Revolution years, historian David Nichols 

investigates a similar scenario by describing an alignment between Native leaders in the 

Ohio Valley and their Federalist counterparts. Both groups sought to "restore peace, 

order, and commerce [within] the Trans-Appalachian frontier." Such compromise with 

ostensible enemies infuriated American settlers, state governments, and local officials 

alike, and helped doom the Federalists as a party.6  

 Other historians contend that hostile encounters between Indians and British 

colonists played a vital role in the creation of identities. Jill Lepore finds the genesis of 

an American identity in King Philip's War, fought between New Englanders and the 

Wampanoags and Narraganetts during the 1670s. Lepore argues that the struggle to find 

language capable of representing the brutality of the conflict led Anglo-Americans to 

redefine race in increasingly harsh terms. Historian Peter Silver argues that, when 

                                                        

6 Woody Holton, Forced Founders: Indians, Debtors, Slaves, and the Making of the American Revolution 
in Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999); David Andrew Nichols, Red 
Gentlemen & White Savages: Indians, Federalists, and the Search for Order on the American Frontier 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2008), 9-10. 
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confronted with terroristic violence wielded by Indians during the Seven Years' War, 

British residents of the middle colonies created a rhetoric that Silver terms the "anti-

Indian sublime." Savvy politicians utilized this rhetoric to cast their political opponents 

as in league with "savage" Indians. Silver asserts that the "othering" of Native peoples 

began a process by which disparate groups came to see themselves and one another as 

"white." A related vein of scholarship examines Native impacts on the institution of 

slavery. Early works stressed how the relatively more fluid racial boundaries held by 

some Indians allowed for the full incorporation of runaway African and Creole slaves 

into certain Native societies. However, recent studies often argue that Native actions 

proved critical to the operation of the institution of slavery, or these works examine the 

lives and experiences of slaves living within Native societies.7  

                                                        

7 Jill Lepore, The Name of War: King Philip's War and the Origins of American Identity (New York: 
Knopf, 1998); Peter Rhoads Silver, Our Savage Neighbors: How Indian War Transformed Early 
America (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008). Though violence and its representations are perfectly 
viable analytic tools by which to examine change, the act of attributing wide-scale 
transformations to particular conflicts is a tricky business. Hardly a decade passed between the 
settling of Jamestown and Jacksonian-era Indian removal without the eruption of major 
hostilities between Europeans and Indians somewhere in North America. Many, if not all of these 
conflicts led Euro-American leaders to call for solidarity across ethnicities, classes, and interest 
groups. For a still thought-provoking¾though extremely tenuous with its evidence¾take on 
how European interactions with Indians created national mythologies, see, Richard Slotkin's 
literary analysis, Regeneration through Violence; the Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860 
(Middletown, Conn., Wesleyan University Press, 1973). For a more careful and productive 
analysis of the problem of violence for societies who proclaimed their allegiance to rule by 
consent, see, Andrew Cayton, "'The Constant Snare of the Fear of Man:' Authority and Violence 
in the Eighteenth-Century British Atlantic," in, Patrick Griffin et al., Between Sovereignty and 
Anarchy: The Politics of Violence in the American Revolutionary Era (Charlottesville, VA: University 
of Virginia Press, 2015): 21-39. For a work of Native history centered on violence see, Ned 
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 Several important works do address the topic of Native participation within 

Euro-American economies directly. Most of this scholarship investigates how the 

intrusion of non-native market forces altered Native societies; detailing the varied ways 

in which Indians adapted to rapidly changing economic environments during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Kathryn E. Holland Braund's meticulously 

researched and written book, Deerskins and Duffels: The Creek Indian Trade with Anglo-

America, 1685-1815, documents how "the deerskin trade—more than ancient traditions, 

lifeways, and alliances—became the dominant force in Creek destiny." According to 

Braund, Creek hunters "relentlessly pursued deer and developed a variety of ways to 

participate in the new market economy in order to obtain goods of European origin." 

                                                        

 

Blackhawk, Violence over the Land: Indians and Empires in the Early American West (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006). Blackhawk provides a compelling narrative of the centrality of 
violence, not in the creation of identity, but in the destruction and reconstitution of Indian 
worlds, and in the creation of the United States. For a concise and elegantly argued treatment on 
slavery and the construction of race, see the prologue to Ira Berlin's, Many Thousands Gone: The 
First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1998). For two excellent examples of works that illuminate the role of gender in 
the construction of racial categories and identities see, Kathleen M. Brown, Good Wives, Nasty 
Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial Virginia (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1996), and, Jennifer L. Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction 
and Gender in New World Slavery (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004). For 
examples of new scholarship detailing the Native impacts upon plantation slavery see, Barbara 
Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian Masters: Slavery, Emancipation, and Citizenship in the Native 
American South (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2013), James Eyre 
Wainwright, "Both Native South and Deep South: The Native Transformation of the Gulf South 
Borderlands, 1770-1835" (Ph.D., Rice University, 2013), and, Brandon Layton, "Indian Country to 
Slave Country: The Transformation of Natchez During the American Revolution," Journal of 
Southern History Vol. 82 (February 2016): 27-58. 
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However, while the skins trade constituted a large percentage of the total exports 

coming out of British West Florida, Deerskins and Duffels portrays the trade as a net 

negative for the Creeks who became enmeshed in debt, and whose power came to rest 

"solely on the technology of outsiders."8  

 Historians Claudio Saunt and Greg O'Brien ask a different question about Creek 

and Choctaw involvement in commerce, namely how political power became 

increasingly tied to property. Saunt argues that the intrusion of market forces and new 

ideas about property created a new Creek ruling elite whose power increasingly 

stemmed from and depended upon material wealth. Advancing and defending their 

economic interests, these elites embraced a style of political rule that resembled Euro-

                                                        

8 Anthropologists have produced the majority of this scholarship, which began with, Marcel 
Mauss. See, Marcel Mauss and W. D. Halls, trans., The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in 
Archaic Societies (New York: W.W. Norton, 1990). First published 1950 by Presses Universitaires 
de France [Mauss' book first appeared in English translation in 1954]. David Graeber tackles the 
intersection of gift exchange and monetary or economic value within Iroquois society in, David 
Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (New York: 
Palgrave, 2001). While a small but growing body of scholarship now argues directly against a 
long-held view of Indians as holding distinctly pre-capitalist views, most works still emphasize 
the disparities between Native and Euro-American market preferences, and the eventual 
destruction wrought upon Native communities by the intrusion of these markets. The shorthand 
remains that some European manufactures, like guns, steel knives, and kettles made life easier 
and more productive. Other non-native products, most notably alcohol and debt, brought death 
and destruction in their wake. For several exceptions to the common narrative see, Alexandra 
Harmon, Rich Indians: Native People and the Problem of Wealth in American History (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2010), Robert J. Miller, Reservation Capitalism: Economic 
Development in Indian Country, Native America: Yesterday and Today (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2012), 
and Craig S. Galbraith, Carlos L. Rodriguez, and Curt S. Stiles, "False Myths and Indigenous 
Entrepreneurial Strategies," Journal of Small Business and Entrepreneurship Vol. 19, no. 1 (2006): 1-
20. Kathryn E. Holland Braund, Deerskins and Duffels: The Creek Indian Trade with Anglo-America, 
1685-1815 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008), 25, 121. 
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American practices, and eschewed more traditional norms that based power on 

persuasion and consensus. O'Brien utilizes a dual-biography format to contrast the paths 

by which Choctaw leaders, Taboca and Franchimastabé obtained and wielded power. 

According to O'Brien, both leaders cemented their power within Choctaw society by 

mediating between their followers and the outside world, but one did so through 

accessing European trade goods.9  

 The work of Saunt, Braund, O'Brien, and others provides us with much of the 

how and why Southeastern Indians engaged in trade with Euro-Americans during the 

eighteenth century, and reveals how these economic interactions shaped Native 

societies. However, the issue of if and how this engagement altered non-native 

economies remains very infrequently examined. Daniel Usner is one of a handful of 

historians to position Indians as vital actors who created or significantly shaped non-

native economies. Usner coined a term to describe economic interactions between 

Indians and non-natives within the eighteenth-century Lower Valley¾ the "frontier 
                                                        

9 Claudio Saunt, A New Order of Things: Property, Power, and the Transformation of the Creek Indians, 
1733-1816 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). Greg O'Brien, Choctaws in 
a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002). For several other 
works that address the economic practices of Choctaws, see, James Taylor Carson, "Horses and 
the Economy and Culture of the Choctaw Indians, 1690-1840," Ethnohistory Vol. 42, no. 3 
(Summer, 1995): 495-513, James Taylor Carson, "Native Americans, the Market Revolution, and 
Culture Change: The Choctaw Cattle Economy, 1690-1830," Agricultural History Vol. 71, no. 1 
(Winter 1997): 1-18, and Stephen P. Van Hoak, "Untangling the Roots of Dependency: Choctaw 
Economics, 1700-1860," American Indian Quarterly Vol. 23, no. 3/4 (Summer - Autumn 1999): 113-
128. For a comparative work that examines multiple Native peoples, see, Linda Barrington, et. al., 
The Other Side of the Frontier: Economic Explorations into Native American History (Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press, 1999). 
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exchange economy." Throughout multiple books and articles, Usner describes how 

Indians of this region worked as hunters, herders, agriculturalists, food vendors, 

soldiers, and sailors in return for goods and wages. Usner's work pushes back against a 

narrative that he describes as focusing "on the external linkages of colonies with their 

home countries, to the neglect of internal relationships forged by inhabitants."10  

 George Colpitts' wide-ranging intellectual history of the trade between 

Europeans and Indians between 1580 and 1850 argues for understanding exchanges 

between these groups as negotiations that shaped Euro-American beliefs about man's 

innate economic preferences, and about how markets should ideally be organized. 

Colpitts reveals how, as European faith in the universality of economic self-interest took 

hold in Europe in the seventeenth century, European traders and officials began to 

regard their Native counterparts as naturally acquisitive¾ much like themselves. These 

Euro-Americans came to believe that trade¾or even the mere possession of 

manufactured products¾might "tame" Native societies, transforming Indians into 

peaceful, industrious, and rational participants within European economic systems and 

systems of government. According to Colpitts, the clash of non-native market economies 

with Native "gift economies" caused Europeans to question the role of exchange, and 

                                                        

10 Daniel H. Usner, Indians, Settlers & Slaves in a Frontier Exchange Economy: The Lower Mississippi 
Valley before 1783 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 5. See also, Daniel H. 
Usner, American Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley: Social and Economic Histories (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1998), Daniel H. Usner, Indian Work Language and Livelihood in 
Native American History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009).  
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eventually, to classify the North American Indian trade as "a separate and quite 

specialized branch of European commerce."11  

 This dissertation intersects with the scholarship of both Usner and Colpitts, 

adding new dimensions to our understanding of how the trade with Native peoples 

shaped the colonial economies and non-native economic practices of the Lower Valley. 

Usner centers his analysis within the colonial frontiers of Louisiana, where slaves, 

Indians, and Euro-Americans met to exchange goods and labor in small quantities. 

                                                        

11 George Colpitts, North America's Indian Trade in European Commerce and Imagination, 1580-1850 
(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2014), 18. Colpitts' analysis of the role of credit in eighteenth-century 
exchange involving Indians comes the closest to addressing the question of this dissertation. 
Colpitts argues that the extensive freedom of movement and action given to Indian traders was 
eventually seen as counterproductive to the profits of manufacturers and European creditors, and 
engendered a response by merchants and officials to tighten economic and trade regulations; and 
also, bookkeeping and accounting practices. The work of David Murray likewise examines 
exchange between Europeans and Indians, though less successfully. Murray's ambitious work 
uses textual analysis to ruminate, theorize, and speculate about gifts, exchange; and the often 
complex ways in which people used them to create power or meaning. David Murray, Indian 
Giving: Economies of Power in Indian-White Exchanges (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
2000). For a more compelling work dealing with Native peoples as economic producers and 
consumers see, Ann M. Carlos and Frank D. Lewis, Commerce by a Frozen Sea: Native Americans 
and the European Fur Trade (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010). Carlos and 
Lewis investigate the Hudson's Bay Company The authors present these eighteenth-century 
Indians as straightforwardly self-interested, writing that "Native behavior was characteristic of 
the industrious workers emerging in Europe" (page 11). The focus of Commerce by a Frozen Sea 
contrasts with this dissertation, both due to the questions being asked and because of the 
geographic setting under examination. One of the primary questions for Carlos and Lewis is to 
explain why Indians overharvested beaver population. Unlike in the Lower Valley, where I argue 
that population pressures led to overhunting, Carlos and Lewis contend that market decisions 
made by Indians¾including those related to managing commons¾led to the overhunting of 
beaver. Carlos and Lewis also note that, "because of the great distance involved, French, English, 
and Indian peoples in the Bay region interacted to a large extent outside the political forces that 
played out in the lower thirteen colonies and New France" (page 3). This situation contrasts 
starkly with the Lower Valley, where multiple Euro-American polities contested with one 
another and with multiple Native nations.  
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Meanwhile, Colpitts' intellectual history examines how the North American Indian trade 

shaped British ideas about how this market should be organized and regulated. This 

study examines different populations and practices within the Lower Valley than those 

investigated by Usner. It also studies British trade policy and British trading practices in 

tandem, revealing how Indians and Euro-Americans shaped and profited from imperial 

diplomacy with Indians.  

 This dissertation owes its existence in large part to the groundbreaking work of 

Usner. It seeks to connect Unser's examination of the "internal relationships forged by 

inhabitants" with the larger deerskins trade, and with the external linkages forged by 

European empires. In the process, this study demonstrates how Choctaws and 

Chickasaws succeeded in securing the transfers of large sums of food and manufactured 

goods from European empires, thus revealing the centrality of Indian actions, not just to 

a frontier exchange economy, but also to the larger economies of the region. This study 

evaluates these Native impacts by analyzing the responses of Euro-American traders 

and merchants. It finds that the deerskin trade and Euro-American diplomacy with 

Indians were critically important for the overall non-native economies of the Lower 

Valley. The actions of Chickasaws and Choctaws resulted in the creation and 

maintenance of subsidized economies. Moreover, these actions staved off large-scale 

Native decline within the Lower Valley until after the Louisiana Purchase. So, whereas 

Usner contends that the privilege of hindsight makes the 1760s and 1770s appear as 
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"ominous" for Indians, this dissertation argues that these decades actually constituted a 

highpoint for the Native produced or native-shaped economies of the Lower Valley.12  

 Finally, while this dissertation concerns itself primarily with the history of 

Louisiana and portions of the present-day state of Mississippi, it does¾in a limited 

manner¾also add to a robust scholarship that addresses the creation and evolution of 

European empires. Scholars like Lauren Benton, Alison Games, and many others 

complicate earlier historical narratives in which European empires are portrayed as 

doggedly, if unevenly, consolidating sovereignty across their colonial possessions. 

Alison Games argues for understanding the early British empire as a dispersed process 

carried into the wider world by people "who served simultaneously their sovereign, 

their pocketbook, their employer, and whatever personal satisfaction they derived in 

their global ventures." Multiple works by scholar Lauren Benton argue against viewing 

the creation of empires as top-down processes that gradually absorbed the populations 

of dependent colonies into European systems. In Law and Colonial Cultures Benton finds 

that local cultural norms and legal traditions clashed with European ones in a process 

                                                        

12 Usner, Indians, Settlers & Slaves in a Frontier Exchange Economy, 144. Though I argue for these 
decades as being profitable for Choctaws and Chickasaws, this economic success eventually led 
to increased danger. Writing of the Creek Indians, historian Joshua Piker asserts that a lack of 
devastating violence, coupled with the opportunities provided by the frontier exchange economy 
prior to the 1750s, drew many Creeks towards the backcountry and increased their contact and 
conflict with white settlers. I would argue that much the same process occurred at a later date for 
the Chickasaws and Choctaws. Joshua Piker, "Colonists and Creeks: Rethinking the Pre-
Revolutionary Southern Backcountry," The Journal of Southern History 70, no. 3 (August 2004): 503-
540.  
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generative of new legal orders, drawing European empires—often against their will—

more fully into colonial territories. In A Search for Sovereignty, Benton argues that 

empires did not roll out across continents in the neat manner presented by European 

maps. Rather, empires' "spaces were politically fragmented; legally differentiated; and 

encased in irregular, porous, and sometimes undefined borders." Benton asserts that 

European powers "often placed other goals ahead of territorial control and 

consolidation, including the protection of commercial networks and trade routes." This 

dissertation presents examples of some of the ways in which Natives and non-natives 

alike negotiated the boundaries of empire within the Lower Valley; at times bending the 

aims of empires to fit their own economic needs and desires.13 

 The first chapter of this dissertation begins by summarizing the geography and 

ecology of the Lower Valley. It then gives a brief overview of the coalescence of the 

Choctaw and Chickasaw nations and of their social organization and agricultural 

practices. It argues that the early history of Choctaws and Chickasaws set the stage for 

later economic interactions with Euro-Americans. The chapter continues by 

investigating France's early attempts to settle Louisiana, to establish plantation 

                                                        

13 Alison Games, The Web of Empire: English Cosmopolitans in an Age of Expansion, 1560-1660 
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 14-15; Lauren A. Benton, Law and Colonial 
Cultures Legal Regimes in World History, 1400-1900 (Cambridge, UK; New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002); Lauren A. Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law and Geography in European 
Empires, 1400—1900 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 2-6, 281. For 
another work that emphasizes how early experiences in colonial spaces shaped the 
conceptualization of the British empire see, David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British 
Empire (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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agriculture, and to control their Native neighbors. This period of early settlement and 

engagement with Native peoples unleashed violence and destruction that plagued 

Choctaws, Chickasaws, and the French. The chapter argues that the failure of the French 

to accomplish their lofty goals discouraged later generations of Euro-Americans from 

pursuing these kinds of dangerous and counterproductive policies.  

 The second chapter investigates the British and Spanish entrances to the 

Mississippi Valley in the mid-1760s, focusing especially on British military expeditions 

from the Lower Valley to the Illinois country. Choctaw and Chickasaw assistance 

proved critical to the success of these journeys. The chapter argues that Native guidance 

produced several important effects. First, it created and reinforced ties between these 

nations and the British empire, laying the foundation for future diplomatic demands on 

the empire by Choctaws and Chickasaws. Second, this Native assistance opened up 

opportunities for a diverse cast of Euro-American residents to directly profit by working 

for, or by provisioning Native guides and British travelers. The chapter concludes with 

Spain's inauspicious beginnings in the Lower Valley and its eventual quelling of French 

rebellion within Louisiana. 

 Chapter three begins by providing an overview of the Native and non-native 

economies of the Lower Valley. It continues by investigating the nature and scope of 

non-native diplomatic expenditures on Indians, and concludes by arguing for the 

importance of Indian diplomatic demands for both the Native and non-native residents 
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of the region. The chapter argues that many Euro-Americans benefitted indirectly as 

their governments bore enormous expenses in order to retain the support, or at least 

neutrality of Native allies. Allowing non-native empires and nations to do the heavy 

diplomatic lifting, required before trade with Indians could take place, reduced the total 

operating costs of Euro-American traders who conducted business with Native peoples. 

Diplomatic payments of food, guns, ammunition, and the tools necessary to process 

deerskins also stimulated Native production.  

 These payments also likely stabilized the skins trade by insulating Indian hunters 

from the full force of short-term crises like wars and famines, and allowed non-native 

traders to concentrate on profitable items like rum, jewelry, and clothing. Choctaws and 

Chickasaws utilized a diversified subsistence regime to survive times of scarcity. When 

crops failed they often took to the woods to hunt and gather for subsistence. However, 

during the second half of the eighteenth century, many Choctaws and Chickasaws 

replaced some of this foraging and hunting by forcing Euro-American diplomats to 

house and feed them. Non-native traders regularly lured Indians to come trade with 

them at British and Spanish towns by promising that European officials would pay 

them. It is probable that some of the Choctaws and Chickasaws who came to Mobile, 

New Orleans, and other Euro-American towns to secure food after crops failed, brought 

deerskins with them to trade. Obtaining diplomatic payments of food, guns, 

ammunition, and other materials during times of plenty also meant that some Native 
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hunters could exchange deerskins for luxury goods, which carried a higher rate of profit 

for non-native traders than did necessities like gunpowder. Merchants who provided 

the manufactured goods that Euro-American diplomats gave to Indians also regularly 

engaged in profiteering at the expense of their own governments. In short, this chapter 

demonstrates how diplomatic negotiations benefitted Indians, Indian traders, and those 

who supported or provisioned non-native governments. 

 Chapter four addresses the American Revolution within the Lower Valley. It 

begins by outlining military campaigns and activities that took place in the region. The 

chapter then goes on to compare the military resources at hand for the British, Spanish, 

Americans, Choctaws, and Chickasaws in order to demonstrate the vulnerability of non-

native governments within the Lower Valley. The chapter argues that a Euro-American 

reliance on Native allies allowed Choctaws and Chickasaws to retain their land and 

sovereignty, and to request imperial payments that offset some of the economic losses 

unleashed by the Revolution. Finally, the chapter argues that Native power played a role 

in increasing the importance of militia forces for Euro-American armies, incidentally 

helping some free men of color to pursue new economic opportunities. 

 The fifth chapter covers the post-war decade, in which the profitable subsidized 

economies of the Lower Valley, co-created by Natives and non-natives, began to 

unravel. As revolutions in France and Saint-Domingue plunged Spain into costly wars, 

officials in Louisiana and West Florida found it increasingly difficult to sustain their 
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precarious position on the Gulf Coast. Their solution hinged on shoring up the finances 

of Louisiana and West Florida by increasing settlement and the production of export 

crops by slaves, and on securing these colonies' borders through the creation of a pan-

Indian alliance capable of resisting American aggression.  

 The final chapter argues that the failure to establish a pan-Indian confederacy, 

coupled with American demographic and military successes during the 1790s, sounded 

the death knell of the mutually-beneficial alliance created by Choctaws, Chickasaws, and 

by Euro-American merchants and traders.  
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Chapter 1: Establishing Empire: Contact to 1763 

 Histories of early New England frequently note how the first generation of 

Puritan settlers arrived in a region shaped by Native peoples, and by death. These 

Pilgrims found empty towns and abandoned fields courtesy of diseases that decimated 

local Indian populations and which allowed them to establish a foothold in North 

America. Non-Native settlement in the Lower Valley likewise took place in the context 

of political and demographic upheavals. Though the Native populations of the region 

likely did not suffer from the same levels of depopulation of those in New England, 

disease and warfare did plague these societies between 1500 and 1700. These processes 

shaped how Native societies fragmented and rebuilt, and contributed to their 

abandoning certain regions. Like their Puritan counterparts, early non-native settlers 

within the Lower Valley seized on these advantageous developments in order to take 

possession of territory. As importantly for this study, non-native residents came to 

interact with Indians of the Lower Valley in the context of Native coalescence. Where 

non-natives settled and how they conducted trade were both shaped by this long 

history. 

 This chapter begins by providing an overview of the climatic and geographic 

evolution of the Lower Valley. It continues by examining the early history of the Native 

peoples of the region. Over more than ten thousand years, Native societies repeatedly 

came together and dissolved in a process termed "cycling." During this period, 
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matrilineal moundbuilding societies emerged in the Lower Valley. These complex 

cultures depended upon trade, including the long-distance trade of exotic prestige 

goods that elites used to buttress their spiritual power. Though mound builders of the 

Lower Valley created impressive earthworks and trafficked in goods produced in far 

distant locales, the concentration of people and power made these societies susceptible 

to collapse. When Spanish explorers first made contact with the Native peoples of the 

Lower Valley, the region was already in the midst of such a collapse. The introduction of 

new diseases and violence by these Euro-Americans hastened the further disintegration 

of existing societies and shaped this cycle of fragmentation and coalescence. This chapter 

then moves on to investigate the impacts of the British trade in Indian slaves, and of 

early French settlement for the residents of the Lower Valley. It concludes by examining 

the Natchez War and the Choctaw Civil War. 

 The first inhabitants of the Lower Valley arrived around 11,000 - 10,000 BCE, 

encountering a region undergoing slow but profound climactic and geographic changes. 

Over the next 10,000 years rising global temperatures melted glaciers, releasing vast 

amounts of water into the world's oceans and pushing the shores of the Gulf Coast 

inland. In some places the shoreline retreated more than two hundred kilometers before 

reaching its approximate modern boundaries sometime between 6,000 to 2,000 BCE. The 

Mississippi River also evolved. It began as a braided stream of multiple rivers that 

united to form a single river sometime around 8,000 BCE. Rising ocean levels and the 
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increased depth of the united Mississippi River slowed the flow of its waters, which 

increased the river's tendency to meander and resulted in increased soil deposition.14  

Though the Mississippi River continued to wander, forming new channels and oxbow 

lakes as it did, the river settled into roughly its present-day bed around 800 BCE. The 

river's migration was one of several natural processes that created a productive 

ecosystem within the Lower Valley. The muddy waters of the Mississippi, Pearl, 

Pascagoula, and other rivers formed millions of acres of wetlands. Inland from the ocean 

and major rivers, airborne silting and soil deposition created numerous bluffs and ridges 

throughout the Lower Valley. Interspersed amongst these geographic features are 

numerous small rivers and streams and wide stretches of flat, somewhat less fertile pine 

barrens and prairies. On other coastlines in the Lower Valley¾as is largely the case 

around Pensacola and Mobile¾the sandy soil does not readily support intensive 

agriculture.15 

 The first earthen mounds created by Native residents of the Lower Valley 

appeared between 6,000 - 3,000 BCE during the Middle Archaic Period, which coincided 

                                                        

14 James F. Barnett, Mississippi's American Indians (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2012), 
15-18. For a concise description of the geologic evolution of the Mississippi Valley over the past 
several hundred million years, see, Randel Tom Cox, "A Geologist's Perspective on the 
Mississippi Delta," in, Janelle Collins, ed., Defining the Delta: Multidisciplinary Perspectives on the 
Lower Mississippi River Delta (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2015), 11-23. Mark A. 
Rees, "Paleoindian and Early Archaic," in, Mark A. Rees, ed., Archaeology of Louisiana (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2010), 36-39. 

15 Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 13, 26. 
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with hotter and drier climactic conditions. Archeologists believe that these early mound 

builders lived in egalitarian, rather than class-stratified groups, perhaps returning 

seasonally to mound sites for ceremonial activities or for construction and maintenance. 

These residents relied heavily on hunting and gathering from abundant natural 

resources of the region. Mound building in the region tapered off significantly around 

2,800 BCE, and few if any new mounds were created in the Lower Valley until the 

beginning of what archeologists term the Poverty Point culture (centered near the 

present-day city of Epps, Louisiana), which emerged more than a millennium later, its 

peak occurring between roughly 1,500 and 1,000 BCE. This culture boasted a robust 

trade in exotic prestige goods, many of which came from distant locales.16  

 

                                                        

16 Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 20-24; Jon L. Gibson, "Navels of the Earth: Sedentism in 
Early Mound-Building Cultures in the Lower Mississippi Valley," World Archaeology 38, no. 2 
(June 2006): 311-329; Saunders, "Middle Archaic and Watson Brake, in, Rees, Archaeology of 
Louisiana, 73-76. For more on the Poverty Point culture see, Jon L. Gibson, "Poverty Point Redux," 
in, Rees, ed., Archaeology of Louisiana, 77-96, and, Jon L. Gibson, "Broken Circles, Owl Monsters, 
and Black Earth Midden: Separating Sacred and Secular at Poverty Point," in, Robert C. Mainfort, 
Jr., and Lynne P. Sullivan, eds., Ancient Earthen Enclosures of the Eastern Woodlands (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 1998), 17-30.  
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Figure 3: Early Mound Building Culture Sites 

 During the Early Woodland Period (between 800 and 200 BCE) the Native 

inhabitants of the Lower Valley undertook mound building on an increased scale. Grave 

goods deposited within conical burial mounds built during this period suggest a 

continuation of egalitarian social organization. Around 200 BCE, at the start of the 
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Middle Woodland Period (200 BCE - 500 CE), residents of the Lower Valley began to 

bury elite individuals with increased quantities of exotic trade goods like copper and 

mica. Archeologists link the Marksville culture that emerged at this time, which 

extended across present-day Louisiana and portions of present-day Mississippi and 

Arkansas, with the contemporaneous Hopewell culture of the Ohio Valley. Settlement 

on what became the Choctaw and Chickasaw homelands, in the central and northern 

regions of the present-day state of Mississippi, increased during this period. These early 

residents settled primarily on ridge tops and other high ground near streams.17  

 The technology of the bow and arrow arrived in the Lower Valley sometime 

around 500-700 CE. This introduction accompanied an increasing reliance upon corn. 

Between 500 and 1,200, during the Late Woodland Period, Native inhabitants of the 

region began to cultivate tropical flint, eastern flint, and dent corn varieties. Variations 

in time from germination to maturity of these corn varieties allowed them to obtain 

multiple harvests with single plantings. As importantly, the genetic diversity provided 

by planting multiple varieties of corn provided some protection against natural disasters 

                                                        

17 From this point on, all dates given are CE. Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 25-30. For a 
table that nicely summarizes the varying archeological periods, cultural traditions, and locations 
of the lower Mississippi Valley, see, Patricia Kay Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 1500-1700 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1995), 35. For more on the Marksville culture see, Charles R. 
McGimsey, "Marksville and Middle Woodland," in, Rees, ed., Archaeology of Louisiana, 120-134. 
For more on Woodland Period settlement patterns within the historic homelands of Choctaws 
see, Janet Rafferty, "Woodland Period Settlement Patterning in the Northern Gulf Coastal Plain of 
Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee," in, David G. Anderson and Robert C. Mainfort, eds., The 
Woodland Southeast (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002), 204-227.  
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like drought and disease. During the Late Woodland Period, the Coles Creek culture 

emerged, whose peoples established the first mound center in the Natchez Bluffs region 

(present-day Natchez, MS). Coles Creek settlement was generally widely dispersed, 

featured little social stratification, and relied heavily upon hunting and gathering. Long-

distance trade and cultural interaction with outside world declined during this period, 

as did the pace of mound building in the Yazoo basin and in present-day northeastern 

Mississippi.18  

 Around the year 1000, the Cahokia chiefdom, responsible for the largest mounds 

built in North America, emerged in the middle Mississippi Valley and began to 

influence societies within the Lower Valley. The resultant Mississippian Period of 1200 

to 1700 ushered in sweeping changes to the region and its inhabitants, as both simple 

and complex chiefdoms emerged in the Lower Valley. A single chief controlled several 

towns or lineages in simple chiefdoms, while the chiefs of complex chiefdoms controlled 

multiple simple chiefdoms. On the edge of the Lower Valley, in present-day western 

Alabama, the Moundville chiefdom arose on the Black Warrior River, featuring at least 

30 mounds scattered over more than 175 acres. Numerous Mississippian-style mound 

centers also appeared throughout present-day Mississippi and Louisiana, including 

                                                        

18 Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 31-34; For the introduction of the bow and arrow from 
present-day Eastern Texas, see, David H. Dye, "An Archeologist's Perspective of the Lower 
Mississippi Valley," in, Collins, ed., Defining the Delta, 36. Max Carocci and Stephanie Pratt, eds., 
Native American Adoption, Captivity, and Slavery in Changing Contexts (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), 32-33. 
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Summerville sites located on the Upper and Central Tombigbee River Valley. On the 

Gulf Coast a cultural variant known as the Pensacola Culture, which created mounds 

and its own distinctive form of pottery, developed over this period as well. 

Anthropologists argue that these societies were matrilineal, meaning that descent was 

traced through mothers and that men moved to live with their wives' families.19  

 The creation of larger mounds during the Mississippian Period coincided with 

increased social stratification and dietary dependence upon corn. Archeological 

evidence suggests that the Lower Valley experienced less warfare than in the Middle 

Valley. However, the concentration of power in the hands of very few individuals 

poised societies of the Lower Valley on the brink of collapse. A heavy reliance on corn 

cultivation also exposed these mound building societies to severe ecologic risks. 

Sustained and intensive corn production crowded people and plants onto the land. This 

intensification stripped nutrients from the soil. Permanent large-scale human 

settlements of the era also required immense amounts of wood for fuel, housing, 

                                                        

19 Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 35-36, 41-43; Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 59. For 
Mississippian Period fortifications see, Marisa D. Fontana, "Of Walls and War: Fortification and 
Warfare in the Mississippian Southeast" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Illinois at Chicago, 
2007). For more on the Pensacola Culture, see, Ian W. Brown, ed., Bottle Creek: A Pensacola Culture 
Site in South Alabama (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2003). Robbie Franklyn Ethridge, 
From Chicaza to Chickasaw: The European Invasion and the Transformation of the Mississippian World, 
1540-1715 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 16-17. Some scholars add a 
third type of chiefdom, the "intermediary chiefdom," which is understood to have "combined 
several towns of kinships into a [single] polity." James Taylor Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: 
The Mississippi Choctaws from Prehistory to Removal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 
13. 
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palisades, tools, pottery production, and other uses. As nearby sources of lumber 

dwindled it became more and more difficult to locate and transport wood to these 

settlements. Finally, bringing large numbers of people together in one place to produce 

corn, construct mounds, and participate in religious ceremonies provided an ideal 

situation for the introduction and transmission of deadly diseases. By 1500 most mound 

sites and chiefdoms in the Lower Valley were abandoned or in decline.20  

 Between 1500 and 1700 very few Euro-Americans came face-to-face with the 

ancestors of the Chickasaws and Choctaws. Unsurprisingly, records from this era are 

sparse, and much of our knowledge of the period during which Chickasaws and 

Choctaws coalesced into nations comes from methods and findings produced by 

research from the fields of anthropology and archeology. Choctaw origin stories place 

the birth of the nation at the "mother mound" Nanih Waiya, located in present-day 

Winston County Mississippi. Both Chickasaws and Choctaws also tell stories of 

emigrating to present-day Mississippi from regions west of the Mississippi River, 

perhaps as far away as the Rocky Mountains.21  

                                                        

20 Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 1500-1700, 32-33, 40-42, 67-71; Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 
44-45; Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw, 17-18; Thomas E. Emerson, Cahokia and the Archaeology 
of Power (Tuscaloosa, Ala.: University of Alabama Press, 1997), 153. 

21 Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 8. Unfortunately, early accounts of the origin stories of 
Choctaws and Chickasaws are brief and vague. For both stories see, Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 
330-337. Much of our knowledge of the pre-history and coalescence of the Choctaw nation comes 
from the meticulous work of Galloway. Synthesizing massive amounts of fragmentary 
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 Archeologic evidence suggests that the peoples who became Choctaws and 

Chickasaws did migrate, but that they did so from multiple locales, some of them from 

the east and south. Most who came together to form the Chickasaw and Choctaw 

nations emigrated from the population centers of collapsed mound-building cultures, 

including those from the Moundville, Pensacolan, Summerville, and Plaquemine 

cultures. Roughly speaking, these groups moved from dense settlements situated on rich 

soils to a previously lightly-populated region that had long been used as hunting 

grounds. Current scholarship posits that the collapse of moundbuilding societies 

preceded severe demographic collapses caused by diseases introduced by Europeans. 

The movement of these Native centers away from the Mississippi River (with the 

exception of the Natchez nation) and Gulf Coast had repercussions for the eighteenth-

century history of the Lower Valley. Had dense coastal and riverbank populations 

                                                        

 

archeologic, historic, and ethnographic information, Galloway's work remains indispensable to 
scholars. Galloway makes a compelling argument about how later versions of the Choctaw 
migration story were tainted or simply fabricated by Euro-Americans for political or religious 
reasons. For another account of Choctaw origin stories see, William Brescia, Jr., "Choctaw Oral 
Tradition Relating to Tribal Origin," in, Carolyn Reeves, ed., The Choctaw before Removal (Jackson: 
University Press of Mississippi, 1985), 3-16. For the Chickasaw story see also, John Reed Swanton, 
Source Material for the Social and Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw Indians (Washington: U.S. Govt. 
Print. Off., 1931), 2-8. 
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persisted, they might well have posed obstacles to the French and Spanish settlers who 

established New Orleans, Mobile, and Pensacola.22  

 

Figure 4: Choctaw and Chickasaw Coalescence 

                                                        

22 Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 1500-1700, 338-360. 
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 Aspects of the societies that came together to form the confederated Choctaw 

and Chickasaw nations carried on into the eighteenth century. Archeological evidence 

suggests that leaders of Mississippian chiefdoms reinforced their right to rule through 

the acquisition and redistribution of food. Leaders claimed a fraction of the total harvest 

and held this food in reserve in the event of natural disasters such as drought, disease, 

or war, and then redistributed these stores to their followers. Such a tradition of 

redistributing goods, whether born of Mississippian-era practices or not, existed among 

the eighteenth-century Chickasaws and Choctaws.23 

 Scholars also link the iconography of pre-coalescent peoples with Chickasaw and 

Choctaw religious beliefs and practices. The Mississippians and Choctaws understood 

the world as divided into three parts, the upper world, the lower world, and this world. 

Aba the god of the sun shone upon the Choctaws from the upper world when they first 

emerged from the birth mound of Nanih Waiya. Choctaws believed that the fiery light 

of the upper world brought order, and they worked to retain this order by following 

rules regarding how to kindle and extinguish fires. As did Mississippian cultures, 

Choctaws associated the underworld with water, the moon, and with women, regarding 

                                                        

23 Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 13-14. For the Choctaw redistribution of goods see, Richard 
White, The Roots of Dependency Subsistence, Environment, and Social Change among Choctaws, 
Pawnees, and Navajos (Lincoln, Neb.: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 40-43. For the 
Chickasaw practice of redistributing the spoils of war, see, Christina Snyder, Slavery in Indian 
Country: The Changing Face of Captivity in Early America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2010), 70-72.  
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it as a place of disorder, but also as a place of fertility. Choctaws lived in "this world," a 

region situated between distinct yet interrelated and necessary forces like order and 

disorder or fire and water.24  

 Chickasaws believed in a powerful supreme being named Ababinili, who like the 

similarly named Choctaw deity Aba, dwelt in the sky and who may have been 

represented in Chickasaw towns through the use of sacred fires. Ababinili, along with 

the clouds, the sun, the clear sky, and a number of lesser spirits¾ most of them 

malevolent¾rounded out the Chickasaw spiritual belief system. Chickasaws also tried 

to balance the forces of the upper and lower worlds through the observance of certain 

rituals and taboos. Unfortunately, Chickasaw religious beliefs are poorly documented in 

comparison to many other Southeastern Indian nations.25  

 Religious beliefs concerning multiple worlds and the dangers posed by disorder 

and pollution extended into the daily lives of Chickasaws and Choctaws. Both regarded 

their towns and immediate vicinity as part of the ordered world, often represented as a 

                                                        

24 Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 8, 17-22. For links between the iconography of Poverty 
Point and that of the historic Choctaws see, Gibson, "Broken Circles, Owl Monsters, and Black 
Earth Midden: Separating Sacred and Secular at Poverty Point," 26-30. For links between 
Mississippian Period Native peoples and the historic Chickasaw see chapter one of, Ethridge, 
From Chicaza to Chickasaw. For more on the significance of Nanih Waiya, see, Swanton, Source 
Material for the Social and Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw Indians, 5-37.  

25 Arrell Morgan Gibson, The Chickasaws (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971), 9; For 
Chickasaw religious beliefs see, John Reed Swanton, Greg O'Brien, ed., Chickasaw Society and 
Religion (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2006), 75-84.  
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sacred circle. This sacred world contrasted starkly with an outside world full of 

disorder, pollution, and danger. Choctaw iconography portrayed the sacred circle as 

intersected by the cardinal directions. The north represented the cold, the south warmth, 

the east light, and the west the dark of the setting sun. Transitions through phases and 

movement through worlds posed grave risks to people according to Choctaw and 

Chickasaw beliefs.26  

 People who traveled between the sacred local world and the dangerous outside 

world were required to observe rituals that prevented the intrusion of polluting 

influences. Many Southeastern Native peoples participated in a busk or green corn 

festival during which they celebrated the arrival of the harvest and performed rituals 

intended to purify and unite the community. During the festival, Southeastern peoples 

swept houses and town squares and often burned worn out items like clothing to 

cleanse themselves and their community. For Euro-American merchants of the late 

eighteenth century Lower Valley, Choctaw and Chickasaw beliefs regarding the dangers 

of the outside world and the necessity of cleansing themselves and their communities, 

proved a boon for business. By engaging in trade and bringing in manufactured goods 

from afar, Choctaws and Chickasaws demonstrated their power. Meanwhile, the 

                                                        

26 Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 22-23. This view of the cardinal directions appears to have 
extended across Southeastern Native societies. Nineteenth-century Cherokees also associated the 
north with cold and death, the south with warmth and peace, the east with blood and life, the 
west with death. Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw, 20. Swanton, Source Material for the Social 
and Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw Indians, 48-49.  
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periodic burning of garments and other goods, created additional demands for these 

manufactured items.27  

 For Choctaws and Chickasaws, the practice of balancing of worlds and forces 

extended also to relationships between men and women. While male leaders negotiated 

with the outside world via trade, diplomacy, or warfare, women exercised much of the 

power within households, fields, and towns. Agriculture performed by women 

provided the lion's share of the food resources of Choctaw and Chickasaw communities 

and gave women a voice in public affairs, especially through female decisions of 

whether or not to provision visitors or war parties. As was the case with religious beliefs 

and civil institutions, interactions between men and women were balanced 

collaboratively through the recognition of the interrelatedness and necessity of both 

male and female power. The matrilineal nature of most Southeastern Indian groups 

proved important for Euro-Americans upon their entrance into the Lower Valley. Nearly 

all non-natives involved in the deerskin trade were men. Many of these men gained 

access to Choctaw and Chickasaw markets by marrying Native women. These women 

also provided Euro-American traders with valuable language skills. Moreover, because 

Chickasaw and Choctaw lineages were traced through mothers, the children of traders 

                                                        

27 Swanton, Source Material for the Social and Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw Indians, 63-67; Carson, 
Searching for the Bright Path, 20-23. It is unclear if the Chickasaws participated in the Green Corn 
festival and its associated cleansings. See, Swanton, Source Material for the Social and Ceremonial 
Life of the Choctaw Indians, 90, Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 154, and, Ethridge, From 
Chicaza to Chickasaw, 224.  
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and Native wives grew up as full members of Choctaw and Chickasaw towns. However, 

while many beliefs and practices carried over from the Mississippian period into 

Choctaw and Chickasaw societies¾some of which Euro-Americans exploited for their 

own benefit¾scholars argue that contact with Europeans between 1500 and 1700 figured 

prominently in the formation of the confederated Chickasaw and Choctaw nations by 

creating stresses that influenced the political and economic organizations of these 

coalescent societies.28  

 Spanish explorer Alvarez de Pineda, was likely the first European explorer to 

reach the Lower Valley. Pineda sailed along much of the Gulf Coast in 1519, perhaps 

proceeding up the Mobile River during his expedition. However, Pineda seems to have 

done little more than observe and map. The next Spanish expedition to the Gulf Coast, 

led by Panfilo de Narváez in 1528, comprised four hundred men in search of gold and 

silver. Narváez likely spent time at multiple locations of note, including Mobile Bay, 

Pensacola, and the mouth of the Mississippi River, but found little other than starvation, 

and death at the hands of Gulf Coast Indians.29  

                                                        

28 For an extended analysis of the role played by women in Choctaw society see, Michelene E. 
Pesantubbee, Choctaw Women in a Chaotic World: The Clash of Cultures in the Colonial Southeast 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005). In many matrilineal Native societies of 
North America, women provided the provisions for war parties. O'Brien, Choctaws in a 
Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830, 6.  

29 For the early history and coalescence of the Choctaws see, Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 75-204. 
For the Chickasaws see, Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw. For a concise overview of the 
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 The expedition of Hernando de Soto, which landed in western Florida in 1539 

and spent the next several years traveling through the Southeastern interior, wrought 

more significant changes for Native residents. Soto's force of more than 600 men tore 

through present-day Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and elsewhere. Along their 

way the Spaniards demanded, stole, or kidnapped people; using them as slaves, 

hostages, and guides. Soto's men also appropriated food from Indian storage caches and 

attacked villages and towns. The size and hostile actions of Soto's army prompted 

Southeastern Natives to fight, flee, or accommodate; or to ally with the Spanish in order 

to attack or cow rival polities. Between the summer of 1540 and 1541 Soto's force made 

its way through the Alabama-Mississippi region, skirting to the north of the future 

Choctaw homelands and spending the winter of 1540-41 in the Chicaza chiefdom whose 

members went on to form part of the Chickasaw nation. The Spaniards' aggressive 

actions and thefts eventually prompted the Chicaza to attack. The battle killed at least a 

dozen of Soto's men and drove them from Chicaza territory. The Spanish continued 

through present-day Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana until the expedition's 

surviving members made their way to New Spain. Though Soto and hundreds of his 

men paid with their lives for their futile search for easy wealth, the expedition also 

                                                        

 

various Spanish expeditions to and through the Southeast see, Barnett, Mississippi’s American 
Indians, 46-66. 
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wreaked havoc for Native bystanders, victims, and neighbors who suffered from the 

destabilization brought to the region by violence.30 

 Whether or not Soto and other early Spanish explorers and conquistadores 

introduced epidemic Old World diseases to the Southeast is still debated, but most 

current scholarship argues against disease as the sole factor in the decline of Native 

populations. Paul Kelton makes a compelling case that smallpox, the deadliest disease 

introduced to the Americas, accompanied rather than preceded the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth century English trade in Southeastern Indian slaves. However, Kelton 

and other scholars who champion the late-introduction model note that other diseases 

like malaria and influenza may have played a role in the collapse and coalescence of 

Southeastern Native societies prior to the late seventeenth century. Due to the 

sparseness and unreliability of historical records from this period, and the unpredictable 

nature of archeological discovery, estimating the population of the region and post-

contact mortality remains quite tricky. Historian Patricia Galloway has combed through 

pertinent sources and archeological research, and estimates that the Native population 

of present-day Mississippi dropped from 113,000 to 51,000 during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, before climbing back to 93,000 in the eighteenth century. While 

                                                        

30 Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 87, 94; Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw, 2-3, 42-59. 
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this appears a steep decline, it is much less drastic than many general estimates of 

overall North American post-contact Native mortality.31 

 Historians and anthropologists continue to debate how, why, and from where 

Native groups within the Southeast coalesced into the Choctaw and Chickasaw nations. 

Anthropologist Robbie Ethridge argues that European actions created a "Mississippian 

shatter zone." Ethridge and others contend that the introduction of European economic 

systems, and of the violence associated with the English trade for Indian slaves 

"shattered" Mississippian societies, and that these leftover fragments eventually 

coalesced into Native confederated nations like the Creeks, Choctaws, and Chickasaws. 

                                                        

31 The work of Alfred Crosby and others on the Columbian exchange of people, animals, plants, 
and pathogens between Old and New worlds asserts correctly that disease carried off far more 
Native lives than warfare. Alfred W. Crosby, The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural 
Consequences of 1492 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972), and, Alfred W. Crosby, "Virgin Soil 
Epidemics as a Factor in the Aboriginal Depopulation in America," The William and Mary 
Quarterly 33, no. 2 (April 1976): 289-299. For scholarship that posits a very large pre-contact North 
American population, see, Henry F. Dobyns, Their Number Become Thinned: Native American 
Population Dynamics in Eastern North America (Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 1983). 
For a review that addresses the thorny issues of backing up such numbers, see, and, James H. 
Merrell, "Playing the Indian Numbers Game," Reviews in American History 12, no. 3 (1984): 354-
358. The periodization for decline is still hotly debated. Daniel Richter asserts that "for eastern 
North American, the evidence for early to mid-sixteenth century catastrophic diseases is far from 
conclusive." Richter, Facing East from Indian Country , 35. For disease and its effects on the Native 
populations of the Lower Valley, especially the Choctaw, see the extensive scholarship of Patricia 
Galloway, and, Paul Kelton, Epidemics and Enslavement: Biological Catastrophe in the Native 
Southeast, 1492-1715, Indians of the Southeast (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007). For 
more on the current reanalysis of the role and timing of epidemic disease introduction in North 
America see, Alan C. Swedlund, Paul Kelton, and Catherine M. Cameron, eds., Beyond Germs: 
Native Depopulation in North America (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 2015). Patricia Kay 
Galloway, "Prehistoric Population of Mississippi: A First Approxamation," in, Patricia Galloway, 
Practicing Ethnohistory: Mining Archives, Hearing Testimony, Constructing Narrative (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2006), 111-137. 
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Proponents of the shatter-zone thesis argue that by paying for Indian slaves and 

embroiling Native hunters in trade and debt that Europeans¾the English in Virginia 

and the Carolinas in particular¾sent the Lower Valley into a spiral of violence that 

destroyed communities. During this period, Ethridge argues that Chickasaws emerged 

as a "militaristic slaving society" which preyed on its neighbors. Ethridge contends that 

the shatter zone began to stabilize only after the increased importation of African slaves, 

and violent retributions against the English during the Tuscarora and Yamasee Wars of 

the 1710s, made the continued trade in Native slaves untenable.32  

 Though not employing the "shatter zone" terminology, Alan Gallay's book The 

Indian Slave Trade similarly argues that the "trade in Indian slaves was the most 

important factor affecting the South in the period from 1670 to 1715." During this period 

the English-allied Chickasaws captured significant numbers of Choctaws, Quapaws, and 

Tunicas and sold them as slaves. The rewards for Chickasaw slavers could be 

substantial. Writing in the early 1700s, Thomas Nairne claimed that the sale of a single 

slave could bring a Chickasaw warrior, a horse, a gun, ammunition, and a suit of 

clothes. However, these raids resulted in the deaths of many Chickasaw warriors and 

precipitated military responses that also claimed the lives of Chickasaw women and 

children. What is clear is that during the early 1700s the homelands of Chickasaws and 
                                                        

32 See, Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw, and, Robbie Franklyn Ethridge and Sheri Marie Shuck-
Hall, eds., Mapping the Mississippian Shatter Zone: The Colonial Indian Slave Trade and Regional 
Instability in the American South (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009). 
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Choctaws became a violent arena in which Native communities and European empires 

competed over slaves, animal skins, and political allegiance.33  

 While there is near consensus among scholars that the introduction of European 

markets and European demands for Indian slaves negatively affected Native 

communities, some historians caution against a wholesale acceptance of Gallay's 

pessimistic view of conditions among Chickasaws and Choctaws or of the shatter-zone 

thesis. First, long before the arrival of Europeans in the greater Southeast, communities 

and culture groups cycled in and out of existence. Secondly, some works argue that 

Southeastern Indians refused to wholly accept trade on European terms. Historian 

Joseph Hall Jr. argues that these "Indians continued to insist on practices that were both 

older than and distinct from European logics of the market." Finally, others contend that 

slave raiding helped to bring Chickasaws together, and that Choctaws remained on the 

fringes of the shatter zone and did not suffer its most devastated effects.34 

                                                        

33 Alan Gallay, The Indian Slave Trade: The Rise of the English Empire in the American South, 1670-
1717 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 7, 128-132, 227; James R. Atkinson, Splendid Land, 
Splendid People: The Chickasaw Indians to Removal (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2004), 
25-30. 

34 For a succinct account of the debates surrounding the shatter-zone thesis see, Denise Ileana 
Bossy, "Review: Shattering Together, Merging Apart: Colonialism, Violence and the Remaking of 
the Native South," The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 71, No. 4 (October 2014): 611-631. 
Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw, 17-18. Joseph M. Hall, Jr., Zamumo's Gifts: Indian-European 
Exchange in the Colonial Southeast (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 5. Other 
works that emphasize continuity in the ways in which Choctaws conducted trade include, 
O'Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, and Carson, Searching for the Bright Path. For the 
argument of Choctaws being located on the fringes of the shatter zone see, Patricia Galloway, 
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 Though the picture of Choctaw and Chickasaw coalescence remains murky, 

Chickasaw involvement in the slave trade and the social and political structure of these 

post-coalescent confederations is clearer. Among both Choctaws and Chickasaws it was 

primarily men who wielded military and diplomatic power. Heredity played a part in 

filling certain positions, but Native leaders usually needed to demonstrate aptitude in 

order to rise to power. Successful warriors became war chiefs. Eloquent and convincing 

speakers¾often older men who began their careers as war leaders¾became peace chiefs 

and diplomats. These distinctions between types of leaders were not, however, absolute 

or permanent. Leaders associated with war often spoke at diplomatic meetings aimed 

towards the peaceful resolution of complaints between groups, and peace chiefs made 

their voices heard during discussions about whether to conduct war.35  

 Both Choctaws and Chickasaws governed through persuasion and consensus. 

Residents of towns possessed the right to vote with their feet, abandoning leaders or 
                                                        

 

"Choctaws at the Border of the Shatter Zone, Spheres of Exchange and Spheres of Social Value," 
in, Ethridge and Shuck-Hall, eds., Mapping the Mississippian Shatter Zone, 333-364.  

35 For the role of women in Choctaw and Chickasaw societies see, James Taylor Carson, "Choctaw 
and Chickasaw Women, 1690-1834," in Martha H. Swain, Elizabeth Anne Payne, and Marjorie 
Julian Spruill, eds., Mississippi Women: Their Histories, Their Lives, Vol. 2 (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 2003), 7-22. Participation in martial activities, including war, hunting, or playing 
ball (a variant of modern-day lacrosse) seems to have been a prerequisite for all male Choctaw 
leaders. See, O'Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830, 28, and Galloway, Practicing 
Ethnohistory, 357-373. For the role and importance of consensus among the Choctaw see, ibid., 
365. For the Chickasaws, see, Duane Champagne, Social Order and Political Change: Constitutional 
Governments among the Cherokee, the Choctaw, the Chickasaw, and the Creek (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1992), 28-31.  
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communities with whom they disagreed. Despotic power, except for military leaders on 

campaign, was almost non-existent within these Native confederations. Leaders might 

goad, supplicate, bribe, or shame, but they did not order compliance. Joseph Hall Jr. 

makes a compelling case that the ability to acquire desirable exotic goods remained an 

integral source of power for Southeastern Indians leaders during the coalescent period. 

That tradition continued among Choctaws and Chickasaws during the eighteenth 

century. Indeed, chiefly power appears to have increasingly depended upon the ability 

and willingness to redistribute such items to members of the community.36  

 As the English exchanged European manufactures for skins and slaves provided 

by the Chickasaws in the late 1600s and early 1700s, the French began to explore and 

settle within the Lower Valley. Coming from present-day Wisconsin, Louis Joliet and 

Father Jacques Marquette led an expedition down the Mississippi River to its juncture 

with the Arkansas River in 1673. The Indians the Frenchmen met with there spoke of 

receiving guns and other goods from Europeans to the east. In the following few years 

Frenchman René-Robert Cavalier, Sieur de La Salle conducted several expeditions into 

the heart of the North American continent and established a trade with Indians of the 

Illinois country. Then in 1682 La Salle made a journey down the Mississippi River to its 

                                                        

36 Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians, 100; Nancy Shoemaker, A Strange Likeness: Becoming Red 
and White in Eighteenth-Century North America (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
47-48. Hall, Zamumo's Gifts. 
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mouth. Over the next several decades the French made repeated trips to the Lower 

Valley and established footholds in the region at Mobile, Biloxi, and elsewhere.37  

 With the founding of New Orleans in 1718 the French became the first Europeans 

to come to the Mississippi Valley in numbers, carrying with them fanciful maps, high 

hopes, and Enlightenment ideals. They imagined Louisiana as a potential source of 

mineral wealth and, failing that, as a conduit to the Pacific Ocean or as a place to 

produce valuable commodities for export. Unfortunately for the French their unrealistic 

dreams depended upon non-existent resources like gold or a "Sea of the West." In 1719, 

still awash with massive debts incurred through Louis XIV's military ambitions, the 

French government turned to John Law, a Scottish banker, gambler, and economist, to 

repair the country's finances. Law created a massive holding entity, the Mississippi 

Company. The company took on the government's debt obligations, which were to be 

paid off through the public sale of company stock. Speculation quickly raged across 

France, raising the stock's value to shocking heights.38 

                                                        

37 DuVal, The Native Ground, 68; Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw, 123; Patricia Kay Galloway, 
La Salle and His Legacy: Frenchmen and Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley (Jackson: University 
Press of Mississippi, 1982), 11; Shannon Lee Dawdy, Building the Devil's Empire: French Colonial 
New Orleans (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 14.  

38 For a discussion of Enlightenment-era debates over economic policies see, Antoin E. Murphy, 
John Law: Economic Theorist and Policy-Maker (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 
John Berdell, "Retrospectives: An Early Supply-Side—Demand-Side Controversy: Petty, Law, 
Cantillon," The Journal of Economic Perspectives Vol. 24, no. 4 (Fall 2010): 207-218, and, Shannon Lee 
Dawdy, "Enlightenment from the Ground: Le Page Du Pratz's Histoire De La Louisiane," French 
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 Louisiana proved neither the literal or figurative gold mine hoped for by the 

company. Absentee plantation owners proved easier to find than farm workers or gold. 

The company responded by shipping criminals, paupers, and military deserters to 

Louisiana to work as indentured servants. This system unraveled when rewards for the 

recruitment of servants led to the formation of press gangs who captured the guilty and 

the unlucky alike. Disease and famine stalked the exiles on the seas and in Louisiana. 

One historian estimates that of the nearly one thousand prisoners sent to Louisiana 

between 1719 and 1721, less than half actually landed. Disease and shipwrecks claimed 

the remainder. Strong-arm tactics and stories of death and misery in Louisiana led to 

popular outcry against the exile of French citizens to Louisiana and hastened the 

collapse of the Mississippi Company and the French economy.39 

 Louisiana¾New Orleans in particular¾has often been envisioned as a place of 

bawdy, nearly lawless disorder. Yet, when it established the colony, the French 

government viewed Louisiana as a laboratory in which to experiment with new 

                                                        

 

Colonial History Vol. 3, no. 1 (2003): 17-34. Paul Mapp, “French Geographic Conceptions of the 
Unexplored American West and the Louisiana Cession of 1762,” in, Bradley G. Bond, ed., French 
Colonial Louisiana and the Atlantic World (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005), 
140-143. For a concise summary of French policies and the company's efforts see the first chapter 
of, Dawdy, Building the Devil's Empire. 

39 For a description of the company's schemes to populate Louisiana see, James D. Hardy, Jr., "The 
Transportation of Convicts to Colonial Louisiana," Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana 
Historical Association Vol. 7, no. 3 (Summer, 1966): 207-220.  
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Enlightenment ideas. Law's ambitious fiscal policies constituted a radical abandonment 

of norms, including the gold standard. Meanwhile, New Orleans became what 

anthropologist Shannon Lee Dawdy terms "a frontier of the Republic of Letters." 

Dawdy's scholarship demonstrates how through "engineering, mercantilism, census-

taking, mapmaking, and natural history writing, French officials made an attempt not 

only to render Louisiana 'legible' but also to track a grand colonial experiment." 

Unfortunately for the French, little but loss of life and money came of their efforts. 

Moreover, the dramatic and devastating failure of Law's scheme had a chilling effect on 

all further French attempts to populate Louisiana with Frenchmen, meaning that during 

their entire tenure in the Lower Valley the French remained outnumbered and 

outgunned by slaves, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and other Native neighbors.40  

 Perhaps the most important and durable innovation to come from this activity 

was the creation of Louisiana's Code Noir in 1724. The Louisiana slave code tried to avoid 

problems that had arisen in Saint-Domingue, where a powerful and large free black 

population posed a threat to French rule. The French in Louisiana deliberately tried to 

limit the size of the free black population of the colony by prohibiting marriage between 

whites and blacks, and by making the process of manumission more difficult than in the 

Caribbean. The code also curtailed the discretion and authority of slave owners to 

determine and administer punishments to slaves. The Superior Council in New Orleans 
                                                        

40 Dawdy, Building the Devil's Empire, 15, 32. 
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oversaw the most extreme punishments, including execution. The French intended the 

Code Noir to put the institution of slavery¾and concurrently the society of 

Louisiana¾on a secure footing. The code legislated a stark, and physically easy means 

to determine free and enslaved by mapping the condition onto the color of a person's 

skin. As importantly, delegitimizing the offspring of white and black sexual relations 

kept the free black population low. This racialized divide, coupled with a theoretically 

rational and predictable system of punishments for slaves, was meant to prevent wide-

scale marronage and the threat of slave insurrection.41 

 As was the case in many colonial settings, these measures worked better on 

paper than in practice. Officials in Louisiana often lacked the ability or will to police 

conditions on plantations, and mapping the land proved a far cry from controlling 

territory. Yet, despite the collapse of the Mississippi Company and the inability of 

French administrators in Louisiana to legislate their Enlightenment ideals of bringing 

rationality and order to the administration of Louisiana into reality, the importation of 

servants and slaves managed to outpace deaths by shipwreck and disease during the 

colony's first years. By 1726 the free and enslaved population of New Orleans and the 

rest of the Lower Valley stood at 773, and 1,631 respectively. More ships brought white 

settlers and African slaves to Louisiana in the next few years, swelling the total 
                                                        

41 Dawdy, Building the Devil's Empire, 198-200; Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans in Colonial 
Louisiana: The Development of Afro-Creole Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1995), 128, 144.  
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population of the Lower Valley to 4,528 by 1732. During the 1720s and 1730s French 

investors and plantation owners tried to salvage early failures under the John Law 

regime by importing more slaves to Louisiana. During this period increases in the black 

population of Louisiana far outpaced those of the white population. By 1740 the ratio of 

the black and white population of the colony stood at nearly 4:1. In addition to 

providing forced labor these African slaves also brought with them knowledge and 

experience of cattle ranching and indigo production that proved vital to the economies 

of the Lower Valley.42  

 Plantation agriculture quickly became the most important segment of the non-

native economy of the Lower Valley. However, plantation slavery required the purchase 

or appropriation of Indian lands and the importation of large numbers of African slaves. 

Both processes threatened the stability and survival of the colony. Even the peaceful 

purchase of land from Indians of the region was fraught with dangers. Moreover, the 

creation of a black majority posed a grave risk should slaves rebel. In 1729 the French 

commandant of Fort Rosalie (located near present-day Natchez, MS) Captain 

Detchéparre stirred up both hornet's nests when he demanded that the Natchez nation 

                                                        

42 Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 7-10, 73; Paul LaChance, "The Growth of the Free and Slave 
Population of French Colonial Louisiana," in, Bradley G. Bond, ed., French Colonial Louisiana and 
the Atlantic World (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005), 206. For cattle ranching 
see, Andrew Sluyter, "The Role of Blacks in Establishing Cattle Ranching in Louisiana in the 
Eighteenth Century," Agricultural History 86, no. 2 (Spring 2012): 41-67. For indigo see, Midlo 
Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 124-126. 



 

 

            62 

 

 

give up their most important city. The Natchez responded by killing and capturing 

hundreds of French inhabitants and their slaves, threatening the colony and the 

institution of slavery. Many of the slaves taken hostage by the Natchez fought to defend 

their Native captors. As a strategy for preventing further such alliances, French leaders 

used enslaved soldiers against the Natchez and offered freedom to those who performed 

well. Despite these efforts, terror continued to grip the colony as a rumor that slaves 

"had plotted at New Orleans to massacre all the French who are settled on the river" 

swept across Louisiana and led to the torture and execution of more than ten people.43 

 French officials tried to downplay the extent of Natchez successes, but their 

subjects knew better. After the initial attack, almost naked survivors fled down the 

Mississippi River to New Orleans where their shocking appearance and chilling tales 

                                                        

43 The inability to procure and retain indentured servants, led concessionaires to utilize slave 
labor. See, Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, and, Daniel H. Usner, Jr., "From African Captivity 
to American Slavery: The Introduction of Black Laborers to Colonial Louisiana," Louisiana History: 
The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association Vol. 20, no. 1 (Winter 1979): 25-48. For a quick 
summary of the Natchez War see, Patricia D. Woods, "The French and the Natchez Indians in 
Louisiana: 1700-1731," Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association Vol. 19, 
no. 4 (Autumn, 1978): 413-435, and, chapter four of, Wendy St Jean, “Trading Paths: Chickasaw 
Diplomacy in the Greater Southeast, 1690s—1790s” (Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of 
Connecticut, 2004). For more extensive treatment of the Natchez Indians and their namesake war, 
see, James F. Barnett, The Natchez Indians a History to 1735 (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2007), and, George Edward Milne, Natchez Country: Indians, Colonists, and the 
Landscapes of Race in French Louisiana (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2015). Usner, 
American Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley, 26-29; Donald E. Everett, "Free Persons of Color in 
Colonial Louisiana," Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association Vol. 7, no. 1 
(Winter 1966), 31-32; Usner, American Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley, 28; "Beauchamp to 
Maurepas, November 5, 1731," Rowland Dunbar, ed., et. al., Mississippi Provincial Archives: French 
Dominion, 1729-1748 Vol. IV [hereafter cited as MPAFD] (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1984), 82.  
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terrified residents of the city. When in July of 1730 a party of Natchez warriors attacked 

a group of slaves and soldiers working near New Orleans, Louisiana Governor Étienne 

Périer relayed how "this loss... caused as much terror at the fort as when we learned of 

the complete defeat... [at] Natchez." Périer treated news of a conspiracy afoot among 

surrounding Indian nations to drive out the French "as a wild idea in order to reassure 

our colonists, who for nine months have been seized by such a great terror that the least 

rumor makes them rush to the woods like hares." Natchez success also diplomatically 

weakened the French in Louisiana. Périer's superiors rebuked him for distributing gifts 

to Choctaws at New Orleans. They argued that traveling across Louisiana "made... 

[Choctaws] acquainted with all your weakness by having them conducted to the capital 

of the colony, which is still only a nascent city, without fortifications and open on all 

sides." Choctaws took advantage by requiring additional payment and concessions. 

Vulnerability forced the French to admit that, if Choctaws switched their allegiance, they 

"would be obliged to abandon the colony, granting that we had enough time."44  

 Their dependence on Indian allies humbled the French in the eyes of their 

neighbors. Périer lamented that the "least little nation thinks itself our protector in the 

                                                        

44 For the terror created by the Natchez attack see, Sophie White, "Massacre, Mardi Gras, and 
Torture in Early New Orleans," The William and Mary Quarterly 70, no. 3 (July 2013): 497-538. 
White argues convincingly that the tradition of Mardi Gras in Louisiana emerged as one method 
by which to mitigate the cultural upheaval wrought by the terror of Natchez violence. White, 
"Massacre, Mardi Gras, and Torture in Early New Orleans." "Périer to Maurepas, August 1, 1730," 
MPAFD, 35-38; "Périer to Ory, December 18, 1730," MPAFD, 39; "Ory to Périer, 1730," MPAFD, 46; 
"Beauchampt to Maurepas, November 5, 1731," MPAFD, 80. 
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situation in which we are." A decade after the start of the war, French military 

commander Jean Baptiste Bienville attempted to finally achieve a decisive victory by 

using heavy artillery against the Natchez. He failed miserably. Following Bienville's 

attempt the French paid for Quapaws and Choctaws to attack the surviving Natchez and 

their allies as they thought best, turning a French war into French financing of a Native 

conflict. Eventually the Natchez were removed as a threat, but only at great cost, and 

mostly on Native terms. Rather than expand French sovereignty the war against the 

Natchez forced the French to abdicate some of the responsibility for defending their own 

borders to Indian nations.45 

 French officials seem to have employed a more cautious approach with Native 

neighbors in the decade after the outbreak of the Natchez War, though they did provide 

guns and powder for Choctaws to attack English-allied Chickasaws. However, by the 

middle of the 1740s critical misunderstandings by the French enveloped the Choctaw 

nation in violence. The French tried to control the Choctaw nation by acting as if it were 

a coherent political entity, rather than a loose coalition of towns and factions pursuing 

their own interests. They did so because they found negotiating with multiple leaders 

difficult and expensive. In their state of willful ignorance the French demanded a united 

rejection of English trade and an acceptance of French norms concerning justice. The 

system stayed in a precarious balance until a Frenchman raped the wife of Red Shoes, an 
                                                        

45 "Périer to Ory, December 18, 1730," MPAFD, 40; DuVal, The Native Ground, 93-97. 
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important Choctaw leader. Red Shoes coordinated the murder of three Frenchmen as 

revenge for his wife and as a way to draw the British closer.46  

 A French bounty on Red Shoes' life resulted in his murder. This reckless 

maneuver created an opportunity for the British to strike at their French enemies, and to 

gain an entrance into the trade with Choctaws. Pro and anti-French factions of the 

Choctaws began to seek out and receive guns and other prestige goods from their 

respective Euro-American supporters. Choctaws, like many Native peoples, expected 

their leaders to redistribute wealth, not horde it. They also held successful warriors in 

high esteem and often promoted them to positions of leadership. Ambitious young 

Choctaws seized upon the opportunity to establish themselves as leaders by waging 

war, establishing reputations as warriors, collecting payments from either the French or 

the British. The process plunged the Choctaw nation into civil war. Fortunately for 

Choctaws, when King George's War concluded, the British discontinued supplying their 

Choctaw allies with free weapons and ammunition, effectively ending the Choctaw Civil 

War. Though they endured British attempts to remove the Choctaws as allies and 

                                                        

46 Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville created the office of supreme chief of the nation, "for the 
purpose of establishing some kind of hierarchical accountability on the French model." Patricia 
Galloway, "Choctaw Factionalism and Civil War, 1746-1750," in, Greg O'Brien, ed., Pre-Removal 
Choctaw History: Exploring New Paths (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 75. 
However, the French knew that such a move was idealistic rather than realistic. See, "Salmon to 
Maurepas, February 8, 1733," MPAFD, 125-128, for a description Choctaw governance. Atkinson, 
Splendid Land, Splendid People, 80; Patricia Galloway, "Choctaw Factionalism and Civil War, 1746-
1750," in, O'Brien, ed., Pre-Removal Choctaw History: Exploring New Paths, 84.  



 

 

            66 

 

 

trading partners, the French victory proved hollow. French actions only served to empty 

their coffers, tarnish their own image, and sow discord within their most important ally 

in Louisiana.47 

 The John Law fiasco, the Natchez War, and the Choctaw Civil War all greatly 

reduced the fiscal prospects of French Louisiana. No matter how fertile the soil of the 

Mississippi Valley proved to be, Indian military power made it difficult, dangerous, and 

costly to expand Euro-American control of territory within the Lower Valley. Those 

interested in pursuing riches in the New World found better options. Disease made the 

Caribbean a charnel house, but its climate was particularly well suited for the lucrative 

sugar trade. As Saint-Domingue's sugar economy expanded and Louisiana's stagnated, 

few slavers saw much reason to make a longer and less remunerative voyage to New 

Orleans. Additionally, the threats posed by large Native nations like the Choctaws and 

Chickasaws closed off further opportunities to substantially expand plantation slavery 

within Louisiana. In the Lower Valley, particularly between New Orleans and Natchez, 

Euro-Americans did use the surviving enslaved population to establish an economy 

based largely on plantation production, but Indians remained vital actors within non-

native economies of the Lower Valley.48 

                                                        

47 Galloway, "Choctaw Factionalism and Civil War, 1746-1750," 90-96. 

48 T. G. Burnard, "'Prodigious Riches': The Wealth of Jamaica before the American Revolution," 
The Economic History Review Vol. 54, no. 3 (August 2001): 506-524. To get a sense of the prevalence 
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 Taken together these natural and manmade processes and conflicts had 

profound effects for the late eighteenth-century inhabitants of the Lower Valley. The 

Mississippi River made the region highly desirable for would-be Euro-American 

agriculturalists. Meanwhile, manmade upheavals and the barrenness of many coastal 

regions combined to open up several important bays and sections of river shoreline to 

non-native settlement, allowing the French and Spanish to establish footholds in the 

Lower Valley. Collapse and coalescence also worked to create Native societies that were 

centered at the level of the town yet loosely connected with other towns by linguistic, 

familial, and clan ties. Leaders of towns, and of the confederated Choctaw and 

Chickasaw nations governed through persuasion rather than by coercion. The ability to 

negotiate with foreign leaders and to gather and redistribute trade goods from the 

outside world served to underpin the power of Native leaders and of Native 

communities. During the first half of the 1700s, Euro-Americans who desired land, and 

                                                        

 

of disease and its impact on the colonization and settlement within the Caribbean see, John 
Robert McNeill, Mosquito Empires: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 1620-1914 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010). For the impact of disease on Jamaica, the most lucrative 
British colony of the era, see, Trevor Burnard, "European Migration to Jamaica, 1655-1780," The 
William and Mary Quarterly Vol. 53, no. 4 (October 1996): 769-796. Kimberly S. Hanger, Bounded 
Lives, Bounded Places: Free Black Society in Colonial New Orleans, 1769-1803 (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1997), 7. Some still dreamt of easy riches to be made in Louisiana, but these 
dreams evaporated as European geographic knowledge about the interior of the continent 
increased. For the evolution of French geographic imagination see, Paul W. Mapp, The Elusive 
West and the Contest for Empire, 1713-1763 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 
and, Mapp, “French Geographic Conceptions of the Unexplored American West and the 
Louisiana Cession of 1762,” in, Bond, ed., French Colonial Louisiana and the Atlantic World. 
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Indians who wanted trade clashed dramatically, unleashing destructive violence across 

the region. Euro-Americans learned the steep costs associated with conducting direct or 

proxy warfare against Choctaws and Chickasaws. As importantly, non-native leaders 

learned the necessity of conducting laborious and expensive diplomacy with the 

multiple members of these confederacies, creating avenues of profit for Euro-American 

merchants and traders.  
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Chapter 2: Forging Paths, Foundations, and Connections: The British and Spanish 
entrance to the Lower Valley, 1763-1769 

 Lacking precious metals, economically stunted by the John Law failure and 

Natchez violence, and clearly outshone by Saint-Domingue, Louisiana eventually 

became a colony in which the French settled on achieving reasonable goals. In the final 

months of 1749 as the Choctaw Civil War ended, the French concluded a nearly thirty-

year period in which they pursued ill-advised aggressive diplomatic agendas with their 

Native neighbors in the Lower Valley. Afterwards, the French continued in their 

attempts to draw Choctaw communities away from the British, but the destructiveness 

of the civil war revealed the benefits of sustaining peace and trade at the cost of absolute 

allegiance. Instead, they focused on growing their plantation economy. However, even 

as relations between the French, Indians, and enslaved peoples of Louisiana began to 

stabilize during the early 1750s imperial war crept across the globe and threatened this 

precarious balance.  

 This chapter examines the fallout of this global conflict for the residents of the 

Lower Valley as British and Spanish newcomers replaced the French during the mid-

1760s. It begins with an overview of the Seven Years' War and Pontiac's War, and then 

demonstrates how Indians of the Ohio Valley and other frontier regions discouraged the 

mass migration of non-natives from eastern colonies into West Florida. The chapter 

concludes by examining the fumbling British and Spanish entrances to the Mississippi 

Valley in the 1760s. Fortunately for representatives of both empires, Choctaws and 
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Chickasaws decided to extract resources from, rather than directly assault these 

fledgling colonial enterprises. Choctaw and Chickasaw support proved crucial in 

establishing communication between West Florida and the British Illinois country. At 

the same time, Choctaws and Chickasaws kept a wary eye on the Spanish entrants to the 

region, ready to use future imperial rivalries to the best advantage. 

 This Native support, or at least benign neglect, proved critical to the economic 

viability of Louisiana and West Florida. Non-Native residents of the Lower Valley found 

opportunities to profit from these Native decisions by provisioning Indian guides who 

led British officials to remote locales and by supplying the goods and credit necessary 

for Euro-American officials to conduct diplomacy with Choctaws and Chickasaws. As 

importantly, Choctaw and Chickasaw support helped to establish a foundation for 

future diplomatic demands¾something that inadvertently profited many Euro-

American traders and merchants.  

 For nearly the entirety of the eighteenth century the French and British were 

either at war with one another or planning a war with one another. Disputes over 

territory, commerce, lines of succession within the royal houses of Europe, and even an 

allegedly severed ear provided reasons to declare war. Adding to the tension was the 

spiritual component of these conflicts, with the Protestant British and Catholic French 

ready to whip up religious fervor by arguing that heaven and hell literally hung in the 

balance. These imperial conflicts usually began in Europe but soon spilled over into 
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North America, providing the British with convenient excuses for doing something they 

almost always wanted to do¾invade Canada. Yet, despite possessing superior numbers 

of colonists and of regular troops, the British and their colonial American allies failed to 

dislodge their French enemies from North America during Queen Anne's War, the War 

of Jenkin's Ear, and King George's War. In eastern North America deadly stalemate 

proved the norm during the first half of the eighteenth century. 

 By the early 1750s the primary concern of French leaders in Louisiana became the 

possibility that the British might cut the colony off from Canada by taking possession of 

the Ohio Valley. Likewise, the British, with the populations of their eastern colonies 

growing rapidly, feared encirclement by the French. The French made the first move by 

establishing several small forts within the Ohio Valley, unsettling a precarious balance 

of power between empires and Indian nations. The Iroquois confederacy claimed 

sovereignty over the Native nations of the Ohio Valley but their power and influence 

had greatly waned since they ravaged the region in the 1600s. Among members of the 

Iroquois confederacy opinions split on whether to support France, Britain, or neither 

empire.1  

 In 1754 Virginia governor Robert Dinwiddie sent George Washington, then a 

lieutenant colonel in command of Virginia militia forces, to warn off the French from 

their forts in present-day western Pennsylvania. After winning a minor battle 
                                                        

1 For a concise breakdown of the diplomatic situation see, White, The Middle Ground, 223-240.  
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Washington watched as Tanacharison, an Iroquois leader who resided amongst Mingos 

and Shawnees and tried to control their diplomacy, killed a surrendering French officer. 

Washington tried to retreat home but a larger French force soon overtook him and his 

men. The French released the Virginians, but only after convincing Washington to sign a 

document, which he was unable to translate correctly, that referenced "the Assassination 

of M. de Jumonville." Washington and Tanacharison's actions helped to embroil Britain in 

a conflict with the French. War enveloped Europe and eastern North America, 

eventually spreading around the globe as far away as India.2   

 Native actions contributed to events that began the war, and Indians continued 

as allies and adversaries who sought their own interests during the conflict. Many 

Iroquois sided with the British, but most Native inhabitants of the trans-Appalachian 

West feared a decisive Anglo-American victory that might open the door for aggressive 

British settlers to push for their lands. Indian leaders used French and British wars to 

ensure an advantageous balance of power. Conflicts often allowed Indians to play these 

empires off one another. In many cases Indians received payments from one or both 

                                                        

2 For the most comprehensive treatment of the Seven Years War see, Fred Anderson, Crucible of 
War: The Seven Years' War and the Fate of Empire in British North America, 1754-1766 (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2000). For Washington's missteps in the Ohio Valley see pages, 50-65. "Articles 
of Capitulation, 3 July 1754," George Washington et al., The Papers of George Washington Vol. 1 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1983), 167. American Newspapers gave credit to 
Washington for interposing "between them [the French] and the Half King," but British Private 
John Shaw gave sworn testimony that Jumonville's death occurred after the French had already 
surrendered. The Boston Post-Boy [Boston, MA], 1 July 1754. For Shaw's testimony see, Anderson, 
Crucible of War, 55. 
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sides for merely remaining neutral. European wars also provided arenas for Native 

leaders and warriors to obtain arms and military valor. Most importantly, European 

conflicts prevented either side from establishing large non-native settlements on Indian 

lands in the trans-Appalachian West. The Seven Years' War shattered these expectations. 

An aggressive British government spent wildly, allocating vast resources to defeat the 

French in North America. Their victory marked the end of Indians playing the French 

and British off one another, and opened the door for the westward expansion of the 

British colonies in North America.3  

 The narrative of the Seven Years' War has largely been told as outlined above, 

with the conflict representing an important step in a litany of events that whittled away 

Native sovereignty. This version of history does help us understand Native 

dispossession, but the emphasis on the elimination of the "play-off system" can be 

deceptive. During and after the war Midwestern Indians proved potent adversaries in 

their own right and remained undefeated on the battlefield. Moreover, during the first 

few years of the Seven Years' War French-allied Indians bested and terrified their British 

opponents and played a critical role in the decimating defeat of Edward Braddock's 

                                                        

3 For examples of what Richard White and others have termed the "play-off system," see, White, 
The Roots of Dependency Subsistence, and, Carson, Searching for the Bright Path. Though White and 
others have focused primarily on the Choctaw, the method was used by other Indian nations. 
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army in 1755 near Fort Duquesne.4  

 Ohio Valley Indians tended to support the French during the Seven Years' War 

more because of their distrust of violent land-grabbing British colonists than because of 

any deep loyalty for France. Their attacks on backcountry British armies and settlements 

helped the French cause but constituted independent actions, a "parallel war" in the 

words of historian Richard White. Given Native successes against the British army 

during the Seven Years' War, France's cession of Canada, as well as lands in the Ohio 

Valley that belonged to undefeated Indian allies, came as a shock to affected Native 

communities. For many Indians the situation went from bad to worse when natural 

disaster and harsh policy struck the region in 1762. Crops failed at the same time that the 

British implemented a system of austerity with their Indian neighbors. Starving Indians 

from the Great Lakes to the Mississippi River requested food at newly inhabited British 

posts only to be turned away or given meager rations. Writing from Belleville 

Pennsylvania in the summer of 1762 Maj. Edward Ward called the bread he provided to 

a party of Indians as only "bearely" moldy and argued "that the Government, has at ALL 

[sic] times been too Indulgent at their meetings With those people." At Fort Venango 

[located near present-day Franklin, PA] Lieutenant Francis Gordon related how Indians 

"Made Atempes on [Your Excellency's] Sheep... [and] Afterwards before my very face 
                                                        

4 For a description of the battle see, chapter 9 of, Anderson, Crucible of War. Like many British 
colonists, Robert Morris, the Lieutenant Governor of Pennsylvania called the battle "shocking." 
The New-York Mercury [New York City, NY], 4 August 1755. 
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Sesed one two [sic] horses of M. Pattersons."5  

 British commanders with greater experience dealing with Indians disagreed with 

the policy of austerity. Writing from Detroit, Captain Donald Campbell noted that he 

had "given meer trifles to the Indians since Sir William Johnson left," and believed the 

food and gifts being supplied insufficient. Tensions rose across the frontiers. After 

saving his sheep in August "36 Mingo Warriers" visited Gordon in September asking for 

provisions and sheep. When Gordon refused they told him the he "shude Not Stay longe 

here that they would Come Soon and burn the Fort."6  

 Confronted with famine, and British interlopers who had never defeated them 

yet claimed their land and ignored the starvation of their families, many Indians turned 

to the teachings of a Delaware prophet named Neolin. Neolin called on Indians to 

abandon most European manufactures and embrace a new religious movement that 

combined Native beliefs with Christian teachings. An Ottawa war leader by the name of 

Pontiac used dissatisfaction with the British and the spiritual revival spearheaded by 

Neolin to recruit warriors. Though the war was named after him Pontiac was one of 

                                                        

5 White, The Middle Ground, 240, 274-275; "Major Edward Ward to Col. Henry Bouquet, August 4, 
1762," and, "Lieut. Francis Gordon to Col. Henry Bouquet, August 18, 1762," in, Henry Bouquet, 
The Papers of Col. Henry Bouquet, Vol. 10 (Harrisburg: Pennsylvania Historical Commission, 1942), 
40, 63. 

6 "Capt. Donald Campbell to Col. Henry Bouquet, August 26, 1762," and, "Lieut. Francis Gordon 
to Col. Henry Bouquet, September 19, 1762," in Bouquet, The Papers of Col. Henry Bouquet, Vol. 10, 
74-75, 88-89. 
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several important Indian leaders during the war and he did not lead a unified force. In 

the summer of 1763 multiple Native armies attacked British forts across the Ohio Valley 

and Great Lakes region, capturing all but those at Niagara, Detroit, and Fort Pitt, and 

killing upwards of 400 British soldiers.7  

 Across their frontiers the British paid a steep price for their haughty refusals to 

feed Indians or to provide diplomatic payments. At Fort Venango Indians forced 

Gordon to pen a letter to his superiors protesting their recent treatment. They then killed 

the man who refused them meat twice. Not every nation joined in the fight against the 

British, but those who did made their power and their requests clear. Indians demanded 

respect, better trade terms, and an acknowledgement that they still owned their lands. 

The British eventually regrouped and pursued a carrot and stick approach. The British 

sent an army of 1,500 men against the Delaware and Shawnee in the Ohio Valley, but 

only managed to negotiate the return of prisoners. British officials adjusted their 

diplomacy, making it more respectful and generous towards Indians, and tried to 

                                                        

7 Gregory Evans Dowd's work recasts Pontiac's War as being as much a struggle over respect and 
status, as a dispute over trade over trade and territory. Gregory Evans Dowd, War under Heaven: 
Pontiac, The Indian Nations, & The British Empire (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2002), 46, 162-168, 274-75. For a concise description of the war see, chapter 7 of White, The 
Middle Ground. For casualty figures see, Howard H. Peckham, Pontiac and the Indian Uprising 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1994), 239. First published 1947 by Princeton University 
Press.  
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temporarily halt western expansion through the Proclamation of 1763, which set a 

boundary line for British settlement along the Appalachian Mountains.8  

 While the Proclamation of 1763 is often portrayed as constituting a blanket 

moratorium against all trans-Appalachian settlement by British subjects, the 

proclamation did not pertain to West Florida, a colony possessing fertile land and a 

climate conducive to the production of lucrative export crops. Along with newly 

acquired Canada and East Florida, British leaders envisioned the colony as a place to 

relieve population pressures growing within the eastern colonies without plunging 

Britain into another costly Indian war in the Ohio Valley. Given these facts, why did so 

few British subjects ultimately settle within British West Florida?9  

 Some answers are readily apparent. Early investments of time, money, and 

lobbying efforts had already embroiled many of the most ardent and deep-pocketed 

land speculators in schemes and companies that targeted lands in the Ohio Valley and 

Kentucky. Spanish possession of both banks of the Mississippi River at its lowest reaches 

also posed risks to would-be British plantation owners looking to settle in West Florida. 

As will be noted later in the chapter, British West Florida also became a hotbed of 

political infighting and intrigue that diminished the prospects for land speculation. 

                                                        

8 Richard Middleton, Pontiac's War: Its Causes, Course, and Consequences (New York: Routledge, 
2007), 97; Dowd, War Under Heaven, 162-168. 

9 J. Barton Starr, Tories, Dons, and Rebels: The American Revolution in British West Florida 
(Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1976), 2-3. 
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Similarly, a revolving door of administrations in London during the colony's existence 

stymied the efforts of several large-scale speculators in West Florida lands to secure title 

to their claims.10  

 In addition to these factors, Native influences on western travel also depressed 

interest in the colony. To make the way overland from eastern colonies non-native 

travelers risked Indian attacks, while also being forced to depend upon Native 

infrastructure and assistance. Given the failure of the British army to cow Ohio Valley 

Indians into submission during the Seven Years' or Pontiac's War, traveling to the Lower 

Valley via the Ohio and Mississippi River clearly posed significant dangers for mere 

settlers. Indeed, Indians of the Ohio Valley and of the frontiers of Virginia and the 

                                                        

10 Some organizations, like the Mississippi Land Company and the Ohio Land Company, were 
backed by notable elites and political leaders. For these efforts see, Colin G. Calloway, The Scratch 
of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North America (Oxford, England; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 60-62. Clarence E. Carter, "Documents Relating to the Mississippi Land 
Company, 1763-1769," The American Historical Review 16, no. 2 (1911). Eugene M. Del Papa, "The 
Royal Proclamation of 1763: Its Effect Upon Virginia Land Companies," The Virginia Magazine of 
History and Biography 83, no. 4 (1975): 406-411. Other groups were formed by groups of veterans 
who often appointed military leaders as their representatives in London. Phineas Lyman, along 
with other veterans of Connecticut's First Provincial Regiment led a settlement drive that would 
have greatly benefitted the British Crown during the Revolution, had it been endorsed. The 
group lobbied from 1763 to 1773 for land grants near Natchez. Lyman personally acquired some 
20,000 acres, but was never able to secure grants for the other members of the Company of 
Military Adventurers. Despite the failure of the Company to acquire land, approximately 100 
Adventurers brought their families and slaves to West Florida. Many of these Adventurers 
squatted or lived on Lyman's 20,000-acre tract. Montfort Browne, and others, experienced similar 
difficulties. For a description of Lyman and Browne's ventures in West Florida, see, Robin F. A. 
Fabel, "An Eighteenth Colony: Dreams for Mississippi on the Eve of the Revolution," The Journal 
of Southern History 59, no. 4 (November 1993). For Lyman's petition see, CO5/67, fols., 183-184, 
BNA.  
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Carolinas regularly attacked travelers and squatters who ventured too far west. Native 

raiding parties scared off or killed travelers who disregarded their territorial boundaries, 

attacked isolated settlers who set up farms on Indian land, and robbed traders who, as a 

group, tended to ask for too much while returning too little. These raids might be 

strategic and backed by Indian governments, or given informal approval through the 

silence of Native leaders. At other times young Indian men meted out violence to white 

interlopers in direct violation of the advice of their elders. In some cases tit-for-tat 

attacks made clear sense to both parties, but instigation and retaliation also operated 

unpredictably. In fact, most Native polities held groups rather than individuals 

responsible for wrongs done to them, making any member of an offending group a 

potential target for retribution. Such uncertainty made the dangers of travel and 

settlement in Indian lands even more terrifying given that respectful behavior and clean 

consciences served as no guarantee of safety.11  

 Unfortunately for would-be British emigrants to West Florida, geography 

appeared to favor the Native residents of the greater trans-Appalachian West. Only a 

few paths led to the colony during the second half of the eighteenth century. Settlers 

could make their way to the Ohio River, float down to its junction with the Mississippi, 

                                                        

11 For a concise and deft analysis of the functions of Native violence and the mechanisms that 
limited it see, Wayne E. Lee, "Peace Chiefs and Blood Revenge: Patterns of Restraint in Native 
American Warfare, 1500-1800," The Journal of Military History Vol. 71, no. 3 (July 2007): 701-741. 
For scholarship concerning how Native and European practices of war and conceptions of 
violence changed when they came into contact with one another see, Lee, Barbarians and Brothers.  
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and then make their way south. Or, they might exploit one of several passes through the 

Appalachian Mountains. Each option funneled Euro-American travelers into predictable 

paths that were well known and easily accessible to numerous Native peoples, and 

made Euro-American travelers extremely vulnerable to attack. Avoiding death or 

dependence at the hands of Indians meant sailing to Pensacola, Mobile, or New Orleans. 

Such voyages were risky and expensive propositions in themselves. Moreover, small-

scale farmers found it prohibitively expensive to transport bulky and unwieldy livestock 

and implements. Large-scale plantation owners encountered these costs as well, but also 

faced the uncertain prospect of securing the large grants of land they needed to establish 

themselves in the region.  

 Within the Lower Valley Choctaws and Chickasaws occasionally killed or robbed 

Euro-American travelers and settlers, but this violence paled in comparison to the 

bloodshed that took place in the Ohio Valley, Kentucky, and frontiers of the Carolinas 

during the 1750s and 1760s. The reasons for the comparative lack of violence by 

Choctaws and Chickasaws during this period are fairly clear. Both nations remained 

powerful and continued to control their borders. Attacks against non-native travelers 

were unnecessary and threatened rather than protected these nations' political and 

economic interests. Further, many Choctaws and Chickasaws seized on the diplomatic 



 

 

            81 

 

 

and financial opportunities to be found by assisting Euro-American travelers in the 

Lower Valley.12  

 Unlike the French under John Law's ambitious scheme, the British empire 

expected less of West Florida when it took over the territory, at least not before slaves 
                                                        

12 The scholarship of James Merrell, Philip Levy, and others, unpacks the diverse goals and 
strategies pursued by Native guides and non-native travelers. It also demonstrates that, even 
though Indians and Euro-Americans often ridiculed one another on the trail, both readily 
appropriated certain foreign technologies and norms of travel. Other scholarship, including that 
of Robert Paulett, Angela Pulley Hudson, and William Bergmann highlights Euro-American 
dependence on native-produced paths and trails, or argues that conflicts between Americans and 
Indians fostered the creation of transportation infrastructure. James Hart Merrell, Into the 
American Woods: Negotiators on the Pennsylvania Frontier (New York, 1999); Philip Levy, Fellow 
Travelers: Indians and Europeans Contesting the Early American Trail (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida,  2007); Angela Pulley Hudson, Creek Paths and Federal Roads: Indians, Settlers, and Slaves 
and the Making of the American South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2010). Robert 
Paulett demonstrates how the deerskin trade created an Indian-British discourse that came to 
redefine both groups' understanding of space, geography, and sovereignty. Paulett, An Empire of 
Small Places: Mapping the Southeastern Anglo-Indian Trade, 1732-1795, (Athens, GA, 2012). For 
conflict producing infrastructure see, William H. Bergmann, The American National State and the 
Early West (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). James Eyre 
Wainwright argues that Indians played key roles in establishing a cotton economy in the South. 
However, Wainwright's analysis of travel centers on the roles played by enslaved guides. 
Wainwright, "Both Native South and Deep South: The Native Transformation of the Gulf South 
Borderlands, 1770-1835." The topic of travel also includes a vibrant field that examines how travel 
writing contributed to the conceptualization and creation of empires. Mary Louis Pratt 
investigates how "travel books written by Europeans about non-European parts of the world 
created the imperial order for Europeans 'at home' and gave them their place in it." Though 
Europeans selectively borrowed from non-European cultures, in Pratt's account these exchanges 
were characterized by "conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict." Along 
with Edward Said and Paul Carter, Pratt acknowledges the roles that politics and economics 
played in the process of colonialism. However, as Dane Kennedy notes, one of the primary goals 
of this scholarship is to demonstrate how the processes of describing and classifying created an 
"insidious and enduring form of power, the power to determine the way we view the world, its 
regions and their inhabitants." Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 
Transculturation [2nd edition] (London, 2008 ), 3, 8; Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1978); Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Exploration of Landscape and History 
(New York, NY: Knopf, 1988); Dane Kennedy, "British Exploration in the Nineteenth Century: A 
Historiographical Survey," History Compass 5 (2007): 1882.  
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and loyal and industrious subjects populated the colony. The largest town in their newly 

acquired colony, Mobile, was situated on sandy soil unsuitable for intensive cultivation 

and contained a few hundred, mostly French speaking, inhabitants. The attitude of the 

town's residents towards the British ranged from indifferent to hostile. Though West 

Florida was positioned advantageously to threaten Spanish possessions in the Gulf and 

the Caribbean and might one day produce lumber, tar, sugar and other goods, such 

potential lay beyond the foreseeable future in 1763. In fact, given the numbers of Indians 

that the British supposed to surround Mobile and Pensacola¾George Johnstone, the 

first British governor of the colony mistakenly overestimated this number at 10,000 

Indian men capable of bearing arms¾West Florida promised to be a drain on British 

coffers in the short term.13  

 The expense of feeding Indian allies and of conducting diplomacy with them 

began before the British arrived in the colony. Even as Major Robert Farmar 

disembarked at Mobile in the fall of 1763 to claim the town and surrounding region for 

the British, large numbers of Indians were on their way to hold a congress there. French 

leaders tried to warn Farmar off but the major insisted on taking possession 

immediately. Farmar learned the cost of his impatience, complaining that the "most 

                                                        

13 For British hopes for West Florida, and some contemporaneous slights against the colony, see, 
Robin F. A. Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783 (Tuscaloosa.: University of 
Alabama Press, 1988), 2-5. Robert V. Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution 
(Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2008), 4-7; "George Johnstone to the Lords 
Commissioners for Trade and Plantations," 1764," CO5/574, Part 1, fols., 38-39, BNA. 
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disagreeable custom the French have introduced amongst the Indian, is that of 

constantly giving them victuals and drink." Farmar estimated that 500 Indians per day 

required food during the congress, and at least 20 per day every day after. Harried and 

outnumbered, Farmar eventually agreed to supply his Native neighbors with annual 

payments equal to those that had been provided by the French. Though Johnstone 

loathed Farmar and disagreed with him on almost every point of policy, he too argued 

for maintaining these payments. Johnstone asserted that "The Indians, a very watchful 

People, sensible of our Situation, are one Moment demanding Presents, and the next 

Moment sending insolent Messages, and this they know we must bear."14  

 Commander-in-Chief of North American Forces, Thomas Gage, soon joined a 

growing chorus of British officials complaining about Indian expenses. Gage initially 

blamed his officers, who he believed provided payments to the Indians of the Floridas 

with "profusion [rather] than with judgment." Gage and others soon came to understand 

that the problem rested not with British liberality but with Native power. Governors, 

                                                        

14 Robert Right Rea, Major Robert Farmar of Mobile (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 
1990), 34-35; "From Major Farmar to the Secretary of War, January 24, 1764," in, Dunbar Rowland, 
ed., Mississippi Provincial Archives, 1763-1766: English Dominion [Hereafter cited as MPAED] 
(Nashville: Press of Brandon Printing Company, 1911), 11; "From Major Farmar to the Secretary 
of War, January 24, 1764," in, MPAED, 12; "From Major Farmar to the Secretary of War, January 
24, 1764," in, MPAED, 11-12. For providing payments equal to those given by the French see, 
"Memorial of Governor Johnstone to the Board of Trade, (Copy sent June 4, 1764)," in, MPAED, 
150. "Extract from Governor Johnstone to John Pownall, October 31, 1764," in, MPAED, 169-70. 
Johnstone contended that the French expended £5,000 annually on these payments. "Memorial of 
Governor Johnstone to the Board of Trade, (Copy sent June 4, 1764)," in, MPAED, 150. 
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Indian agents, and diplomats cycled through West Florida, yet diplomatic expenses 

nearly always pushed up against or past limits set by the British treasury.15 

 Though Indians proved costly allies for the empire, their activities and demands 

stimulated the economy of West Florida. British disbursements of food and goods to 

Indians created and maintained diplomatic alliances necessary for traders to conduct 

business unmolested in Native towns, making the traffic in animal skins a subsidized 

affair in which traders accrued much of the benefit and few of the costs. On top of this 

subsidization, Euro-American traders also found new paths for trade opened up by 

imperial expenditures, but only after an initial blunder by the British. Soon after Major 

Farmar took command at Mobile he dispatched an expedition to take possession of the 

eastern half of the Illinois country (stretching roughly from present-day East St. Louis to 

Vincennes, IN) via the Mississippi River. Forging this route from Mobile to the Illinois 

promised to offer British merchants in West Florida future access to the lucrative skins 

trade of the Missouri Valley. Unfortunately for Farmar and the British, Major Arthur 

Loftus failed to conduct the diplomacy necessary to undertake this journey and appears 

to have disregarded multiple warnings about Native hostility to the campaign. Perhaps 

                                                        

15 "Thomas Gage to Stuart, March 31, 1764," CO323/23, Part 1, fol. 136, BNA 
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Loftus simply overestimated his firepower as he did set out with almost 400 men, a 

substantial Euro-American force for the region.16  

 While the British in West Florida had already begun establishing a diplomatic 

relationship with Choctaws and Chickasaws, they had yet to do so with many of the 

smaller nations residing near the Mississippi River. Loftus' expedition ascended the 

Mississippi River, meeting an ignominious end when a small party of French-allied 

Tunica Indians routed the expedition and forced the British back downriver. In the wake 

of Pontiac's War and Loftus' failure, William Johnson, the Superintendent of Indian 

Affairs in the north, provided an especially dismal appraisal of the prospects of taking 

possession of the Illinois country without the assent of Indians across the Mississippi 

and Ohio Valleys. Johnson advised officials in Britain that it was not "in our power with 

any force to be spared for that service to ascend that river [the Mississippi], or cross the 

country by land to that settlement if the Indians are at all disposed to obstruct their 

progress." John Stuart hoped to remedy the situation by sending out a party of Choctaws 

to meet with the "small nations on the Mississippi” to convince them to allow the British 

to pass unmolested.17 

                                                        

16 For these warnings, see, Gerald O. Haffner, "Major Arthur Loftus' Journal of the Proceedings of 
His Majesty's Twenty-Second Regiment up the River Mississippi in 1764," Louisiana History: The 
Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association Vol. 20, no. 3 (Summer, 1979): 329-331. 

17 For the Loftus expedition, see, Haffner, "Major Arthur Loftus' Journal of the Proceedings of His 
Majesty's Twenty-Second Regiment up the River Mississippi in 1764," and, David E. Narrett, 
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 Farmar and the British eventually succeeded in forging a path to the Illinois country, but 

only after securing Native support. Though British leaders suspected that French residents of 

Louisiana had incited the attack, they also correctly assigned some of the blame to Loftus 

himself for his failure or refusal to provide diplomatic payments to Indians during the journey. 

In one account of $2,309 of expenses for the Loftus expedition, only $26 were explicitly 

earmarked as going to Indians. In this case to "Charles the Indian at different times." However, 

some large non-itemized expenses, such as $1,122 for "Paid a bill of Mr. Maxent," could well 

have included some money for Indian diplomacy. Farmar related in 1765 how his voyage to the 

Illinois country would have failed "had it not been for the Buffalo meat they [Choctaws and 

Chickasaws] & some other hunters supplied us with." Choctaws and Chickasaws also guarded 

the little British expedition from ambush during the voyage. John Stuart asserted that these 

nations sent out "considerable flanking parties" to protect the British from "the small nations on 

the Mississippi" that might wish to obstruct the expedition. Farmar also described how he 

found it "necessary to distribute considerable presents to the different Nations of Indians 

                                                        

 

Adventurism and Empire: The Struggle for Mastery in the Louisiana Florida Borderlands, 1762-1803 
(Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2015), 34-35. "William Johnson to the Lords 
Commissioners for Trade and Plantations, January 31, 1766," CO5/66, fol., 328, BNA; "John Stuart 
to John Pownall, April 16, 1765," CO5/66, fol., 353, BNA. The attack on Loftus' expedition caused 
British Lieutenant Philip Pittman to propose a convoluted scheme involving numerous Indians in 
order to make the passage from West Florida to the Illinois country. Pittman's plan included 
spreading false information about his real destination, before engaging Cherokee, Choctaw, and 
black guides, to escort him to the Illinois country where Cherokee spokesmen bearing a white 
flag of truce would present him to local Indians there. "Philip Pittman to Thomas Gage, July 10, 
1764," Thomas Gage Papers, Vol. 28, The Clements Library, The University of Michigan.  
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inhabiting the banks of the Mississippi which [he] met with in [his] passage," including the, 

Chitimachas, Houmas, Alibamons, Tunicas, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Quapaws, and resident 

Indians of the Illinois country.18   

 Several dozen surviving invoices related to traveling to the Illinois country and 

establishing forts there bear out Farmar's claim. One representative document records payment 

for 46 trading knives, 24 razors, 24 silver broaches, 12 Scotch handkerchiefs, 18 looking glasses, 

and dozens of other items intended for Native guides, and for local Indian populations. 

Another invoice itemizes payments for more than 100 gallons of rum, 60 pounds of tobacco, ten 

pounds of paint, yards of cloth, and money set aside for repairing the guns of visiting Indians. 

British traders profited from these imperial expenditures, expanding into new markets and 

benefiting from increased safety when traveling within the Lower Valley. British monies also 

benefited formerly French residents of West Florida and Louisiana. Though barely removed 

from a global war with France, the necessity of winning over Native populations of the valley 

forced British leaders in West Florida and the Illinois country to pay French residents to serve as 

interpreters and provisioners during meetings with Indians. Some seem to appear to have used 

British vulnerability and dependence as an opportunity to set high prices. Maj. Farmar advised 

                                                        

18 "Thomas Gage to Robert Farmar, May 20, 1764," Thomas Gage Papers, Vol. 18, The Clements 
Library, The University of Michigan; "Warrant, November 22, 1765," Thomas Gage Warrants, Box 
12, The Clements Library, The University of Michigan; "Farmar to [no recipient given], December 
16, 1765," CO5/67, fols., 33-35; "John Stuart to Lords Commissioners for Trade and Plantations, 
July 10, 1766," CO6/67, fols., 54-57; "Robert Farmar to Thomas Gage, December 16, 1765," Thomas 
Gage Papers, Vol. 46, The Clements Library, The University of Michigan; "Farmar to [no recipient 
given], December 16, 1765," CO5/67, fols., 33-35. 
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one Monsieur De la Gauterais that he would not accept his bid to conduct British troops up the 

Mississippi River because the proposed charges were "altogether so very extravagant that none 

but the King himself could possibly comply with them."19 

 In addition to selling Indian goods¾at a markup¾directly to the British, 

residents of the Lower Valley also loaned funds to impecunious officials. Writing to the 

Lords of the Treasury in 1766 Major Farmar related that he was "under the necessity of 

making an agreement with Mons. Monsanto a merchant [of New Orleans]... to allow 

him seven & a half per Cent [interest] for any business he shou'd transact for me on the 

Government's account." Monsanto loaned at least 7,340 livres for Farmar's voyage. 

Indian actions and demands created the need for Farmar to obtain such a loan and 

fostered the distribution of imperial resources to multiple non-native residents of the 

Lower Valley. Farmar's trip was of course only necessary because of Major Loftus' defeat 

at the hand of the Tunicas. The attack also resulted in a hasty retreat, after which the 

boats abandoned by Loftus and his men quickly fell into disrepair, forcing Major Farmar 

to pay to prepare the boats for a second time. In this case Native actions wound up 

                                                        

19 "Major Farmar on the Governmt: Account..., February 17, 1766," T1/449, BNA. For more on the 
incessant expenses that the British experienced while dealing with Native peoples in the Illinois 
country in the 1760s see, Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, 194-223. "Receipt of Baynton & Co., 
Fort Cavendish Illinois May 7th 1766," T1/448, fol. 339, BNA. For an example of paying for an 
interpreter see, "[Receipt of Pierre Chonard] Fort Cavendish Illinois 10 June 1766," T1/448, fol. 
262, BNA. See also "[Receipt of Pierre Chonard] Fort Cavendish Illinois 18 June 1766," T1/450, fol. 
54, BNA, in which Chonard was also paid for supplying corn and firewood to be used by 
Indians. "Farmar to De la Gauterais, November 18, 1764," CO323/23 Vol. 1, fol., 153, BNA.  
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profiting a diverse range of people, some twice, including rowers, carpenters, 

translators, pilots, merchants, and financiers.20 

 Extremely long distances and commensurate lag times in communication meant 

that frontier officials like Farmar often asked for forgiveness rather than permission 

when spending the Crown's money. The system opened the door for fraud and for 

officials to find themselves personally responsible for expenses undertaken in the 

empire's interests. One British commissary in the Illinois country noted how the 

remoteness of the posts and the dependence on Indians to supply meat for soldiers 

garrisoned in the region, raised the price of meat and "all other necessarys to an 

exorbitant height." Governor Johnstone remarked of West Florida that "consideration 

must be made of the dearness of all things in this part of the world, being almost triple 

of that of any other of His Majesty's colonies on the continent of America." 

The isolation of the Lower Valley from Britain and from the eastern colonies made it 

difficult to gauge the propriety of purchases. Responding to a memorial by Farmar 

asking for compensation for personal monies supposedly expended in the course of 

conducting the King's business, Thomas Gage noted that "At this distance it is 

impossible to judge of the propriety or necessity of his launching out on his first taking 

possession of the country into such large expenses as he sets forth." Indeed, many 

                                                        

20 "Robert Farmar to the Lords of the Treasury, July 19, 1766," T1/458, fol. 51, BNA. For amount of 
loan see, "[Receipt] June 29, 1764," T1/448, [no folio number], BNA. 
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officials in the Mississippi Valley did collude with local merchants to profit off the 

provisions and supplies for troops and for visiting Indians.21  

 Given the precariousness of West Florida's position because of its small 

population and powerful Native neighbors, it was imperative that the colony's 

government function smoothly. Unfortunately, the colony became a hotbed of political 

intrigue and infighting over a host of issues, many of them petty. Prior to the arrival of a 

civil government Farmar and the military administered affairs in Mobile and its 

immediate environs, regularly clashing with a local population that was composed of 

roughly three groups: Frenchmen, slaves, and newly arrived British Indian traders. Each 

of these groups had reason to resent or resist effective British rule in the region. Many of 

the French residents of Mobile harbored bitter grudges against a British empire with 

                                                        

21 For one example of asking forgiveness see, "Robert Farmar to the Lords of the Treasury, July 19, 
1766," T1/458, BNA. "Mr. Commissary Leake's observations..., [1767?]," T1/461, fol., 293, BNA; 
"Johnstone to the Earl of Hillsborough, June 11, 1765," CO5/574, part 2, fol., 395, BNA; "General 
Gage's report on the memorial of Major Farmar, November 10, 1770," T1/476, fols., 197-199, BNA. 
For one example of collusion, see the case of George Morgan. Morgan was notable for his decent 
treatment of Indians (according to the standards of his day), but he was a hardheaded and sharp 
businessman who soon butted heads with the opportunistic British commander at Kaskaskia, 
John Wilkins. Wilkins and Morgan engaged in extended conflicts over trade, promised kickbacks, 
and decorum, that led to Morgan being hauled before a courts martial in 1770. To get a sense of 
the petty, dramatic, and sometimes salacious accusations made by one against the other see 
volumes 96-98, and 102 of the Thomas Gage Papers, Clements Library, The University of 
Michigan. It is possible that Euro-American officials occasionally defrauded the governments that 
they worked for by not reporting on the diplomatic gifts that they received from Indians. Spanish 
governor of Louisiana, Alejandro O'Reilly, sent to quell a rebellion in New Orleans, argued that 
the King expended money on presents for Indians, but that local commandants took the gifts that 
Indians reciprocated with. O'Reilly claimed that one Captain Don Francisco Ríu accepted gifts 
from the Indians worth two thousand pesos fuertes. "O’Reilly to Arriaga, December 
29, 1769," in, Lawrence Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, The 
Revolutionary Period, 1765-1781 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1949), 146-148 
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which their homeland had been at war with for most of the century, and listened 

carefully to the outgoing administration's calls to emigrate to Louisiana. Luckily for the 

British, news that France had ceded Louisiana to Spain dampened much of the 

enthusiasm for the proposition. 

 The enslaved population had much more to fear from the introduction of a new 

legal regime that was all but certain to curtail their already severely circumscribed 

rights. Indian traders had the most to gain from a new ability to import cheap and 

desirable British manufactured goods, but they too worried about the regulations and 

restrictions that accompanied effective imperial rule. Adding to Farmar's troubles was 

his vulnerability in the face of possible Indian attacks. This vulnerability led Farmar to at 

times side with Indians in their disputes with British traders. For example, after 

receiving a complaint from an Indian customer about a defective kettle, Farmar forced 

Mobile merchant Daniel Ward to refund the man his money and to post bond for future 

good behavior.22  

                                                        

22 For British laws and regulations concerning slaves and free blacks see, Robert Right Rea and 
Milo B. Howard, The Minutes, Journals, and Acts of the General Assembly of British West Florida 
(University: University of Alabama Press, 1979); in particular, "An Act for the Regulation and 
Government of Negroes and Slaves, January 3, 1767," pages 330-336. Rea, Major Robert Farmar of 
Mobile, 42-43. Historian George Colpitts views the Proclamation of 1763 as heralding a transition 
in the way that Euro-American officials treated the regulation of commerce with Native peoples. 
Colpitts argues that British leaders became increasingly worried about the costs of unlimited and 
unrestricted free trade with Indians¾including losses of profits for creditors, and the risk of 
costly violence and war¾and moved to restrict free trade through the application of treaties and 
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 Rather than quell disturbances in West Florida, the arrival of Governor George 

Johnstone fomented a host of new disputes and intrigues, many centering on questions 

regarding the limits of authority for the civil and military leaders of West Florida. The 

running list of controversies that took place during the first years of British West Florida 

involved nearly every political and military leader of note. Major Farmar feuded actively 

and often with Gov. Johnstone over matters concerning control over the military forces 

of West Florida. Farmar also clashed with the new Superintendent of Indian Affairs in 

the Southern Region, John Stuart. When Stuart arrived in the colony he complained that 

Maj. Farmar "did not show me the least attention... and hardly took notice of me as a 

Gentleman." Unfortunately for both parties, the cold shoulder soon turned into open 

contempt.23 

 Gov. Johnstone quickly expanded his disputes with the military of West Florida 

to include Captain Robert Mackinen, Captain Andrew Simpson, and Lieutenant Col. 

Ralph Walsh. The contentious governor summed up the situation well when he 

proclaimed that "there is hardly an insult which has not been offered me," before going 

to sling his own mud by declaring that "The whole of his [Farmar's] government here 

                                                        

 

regulations. See chapters seven and eight of, Colpitts, North America's Indian Trade in European 
Commerce and Imagination, 1580-1850.  

23 For a lively narrative of the early British infighting in West Florida, see chapters three to five of, 
Rea, Major Robert Farmar of Mobile. "John Stuart to John Pownel, December 8, 1764," CO323/20, 
fols., 95-96, BNA.  
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has been such a wanton abuse of power and such a profligacion [sic] of public money... 

that really I believe it were impossible to find a proper comparison in so small a 

compass and so small a society in the history of mankind." Johnstone then spent most of 

the next eight pages of his letter detailing Farmar's supposed misdeeds and offering 

recommendations on how to rectify the situation. Throughout his tenure in West 

Florida, Johnstone rarely failed to enter a dispute when the opportunity presented itself. 

He also demonstrated a knack for creative hyperbole in his accusations, turning small 

issues of procedure and decorum into major controversies and accusations. In the 

summer of 1766, convinced that a contractor had attempted to double bill for certain 

provisions, Johnstone decided not to wait for a possible explanation before labelling the 

supposed act "a breach of the most solemn promise which one man could make 

another."24 

 The allegations that created the largest paper trail stemmed from accusations put 

forward by Gov. Johnstone and Lieutenant Philip Pittman that Maj. Farmar had engaged 

in profiteering during his journey to the Illinois country. The tables quickly turned for 

Pittman, as both he and Farmar would return from the Mississippi River to answer 

official inquiries into their actions and expenses. After several years of contentious 

political disputes in West Florida, Farmar faced a lengthy, convoluted, and ultimately 

                                                        

24 Starr, Tories, Dons, and Rebels, 14; "Johnstone to Thomas Gage, January 2, 1765," CO5/574, Part 2, 
fols., 150-154, BNA; "Johnstone to Jacob Blackwell, June 19, 1766," T1/450, Part 1, fol. 122, BNA. 
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unsuccessful court martial based largely on hearsay and gossip in 1768. Meanwhile, 

Johnstone managed to alienate Lieutenant Gov. Montfort Browne and some members of 

West Florida's council whom he himself had appointed. After receiving reams of 

complaints concerning Johnstone's actions, the Earl of Shelburne recalled the governor 

and replaced him temporarily with Browne. This change in leadership failed to solve 

West Florida's political problems. Browne encountered stiff resistance from the 

remaining Johnstone supporters on the colony's council. Soon after assuming office 

Browne dissolved the body.25   

 Whitehall hoped in vain that the new governor they sent to West Florida would 

calm the situation. However, the new governor John Eliot spent just four weeks in the 

colony before committing suicide. Browne took up the governorship again after Eliot's 

death only to be accused of stealing from the colony's store of Indian presents. Like 

Johnstone, Browne too was recalled from office. Finally, after years of vicious 

accusations and earnest defenses that riddled correspondence sent from West Florida to 

Britain, these disagreements turned bloody when Browne shot and severely injured 

political opponent Evan Jones in a duel. Not until the early 1770s did the political 

climate of West Florida stabilize under Gov. Peter Chester's administration. Old fights, 

                                                        

25 For the court martial proceedings see, chapter five of Rea, Major Robert Farmar of Mobile. For 
political upheavals, see chapter 1 of, Starr, Tories, Dons, and Rebels. 
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including over the limits of power for the civil and military administrations of the 

colony, continued, but the stridency of these contests diminished considerably.26  

 The Spanish came to the Lower Valley after acquiring Louisiana from France in 

November of 1762 at the Treaty of Fontainebleau. Though historians initially framed the 

cession of Louisiana as a French scheme to offload an economic liability onto the 

Spanish, it is clear that Spain regarded the colony as a potential asset. The possession of 

Louisiana provided Spain with a buffer that protected the valuable silver mines of 

Mexico from overland threats posed by the British. Possession of the colony also allowed 

Spain to regulate trade among the Louisiana, Texas, and New Mexico colonies, which 

had proved problematic during the French tenure in the region. However, like their 

British counterparts in West Florida, the Spanish government struggled to resolve the 

demands of their superiors across the Atlantic with the pressing realities they faced on 

the ground. Spain inherited almost all of its Euro-American population¾and many of 

its most experienced officials¾from the French and found it difficult to populate the 

colony with loyal Spaniards. Both the French and Spanish governments anticipated 

                                                        

26 Chapter 1, Starr, Tories, Dons, and Rebels. 
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conflict and resistance over the cession of Louisiana after word of the transfer finally 

reached the residents of Louisiana in the fall of 1764.27  

 More than a year passed between news of the transfer and the arrival of 

Louisiana's first Spanish governor Antonio de Ulloa in March 1766. Though a man of 

notable scientific eminence¾his astronomical observations and a chance capture at sea 

paved the way for his membership in the British Royal Society¾Ulloa found himself 

unable to win over the hearts or minds of the populace of Louisiana. The new governor 

also lacked the military resources to force the compliance of his new subjects. Ulloa 

arrived in Louisiana with a mere 103 troops. Disease and desertion quickly thinned 

these slim ranks down to 79 men. The Spanish had hoped, with some reason, to bolster 

their ranks by enlisting French soldiers already residing in the colony. Had this plan 

been realized Spain would have inherited a military with knowledge of the region and 

who had already survived the disease environment of the Lower Valley. Fiscal missteps 

precluded this possibility. Spain initially paid its troops in Louisiana more liberally than 

had the French. However, rather than offer to bring in former French troops at the 

higher Spanish wage, Spanish officials decided to lower the pay of their own troops in 

the colony to match that paid by their predecessors. The move offended French and 

                                                        

27 Colin G. Calloway, One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West before Lewis and Clark 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003), 358; John Walton Caughey, Bernardo De Gálvez in 
Louisiana, 1776-1783 (Gretna, LA: Pelican Publishing Company, 1998), 6.  
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Spanish soldiers alike, quelling enthusiasm for enlistment and breeding discontent 

among the Spanish ranks.28  

 Throughout their tenure in Louisiana the French had consistently, if somewhat 

haphazardly, supported the frontier colony through imperial subsidization and paper 

money schemes, and this spending on wages and supplies formed a critical leg in the 

economies of the Lower Valley. The inability or refusal of the Spanish to fund the colony 

quickly became a problem for the civil and military institutions of Louisiana. In March 

1767 governor Ulloa complained that the men on a boat employed by the Crown refused 

to do any work without additional "special payment." Looking to sidestep this issue 

Ulloa ordered a contingent of Spanish troops to carry out this work of moving some 

small buildings, but after working for a day of the project the troops also refused to do 

this labor without a supplement to their wages, forcing Ulloa to resort to harsh 

punishments to obtain compliance. Given that the Spanish government often failed to 

pay its debts and obligations, British payments to merchants, traders, and others tasked 

                                                        

28 Caughey, Bernardo De Gálvez in Louisiana, 1776-1783, 8; Arthur P. Whitaker, "Antonio De Ulloa, 
the Delivrance, and the Royal Society," The Hispanic American Historical Review Vol. 46, no. 4 
(November 1966): 357-370; Jack David Lazarus Holmes, Honor and Fidelity: the Louisiana Infantry 
Regiment and the Louisiana Militia Companies, 1766-1821 (Birmingham, AL: Jack D. L. Holmes, 
1965), 13; Jack D. L. Holmes, "Some Economic Problems of Spanish Governors of Louisiana," The 
Hispanic American Historical Review Vol. 42, no. 4 (November 1962): 521. 
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with providing food and goods for Choctaws and Chickasaws, likely become incredibly 

important sources of revenue within Louisiana.29  

 France's withdrawal from Louisiana and Spain's slow assumption of power 

threatened to unleash economic ruin. As in most of North America at the time, the 

economies of the Lower Valley operated in large part upon credits and debts that existed 

in ledger books. However, death, taxes, and other events did occasionally require 

payment in specie or in physical property. Spain's inability to bring in specie or to shore 

up the paper money system in Louisiana threatened to result in an eighteenth-century 

version of a bank run as creditors called in debts owed by soldiers, merchants, and 

others waiting to be paid by the government of Louisiana. Throughout 1767 and 1768 

Ulloa wrote a series of frantic letters requesting that Spain send much needed and oft 

promised funds for the colony. In December of 1767 he warned that since the previous 

August "the payments of the French officials have been suspended, as well as payments 

for the flour, provisions, and other things obtained from the English merchants by the 

Spanish commissariat." The problem became especially difficult for merchants who 

delivered goods to the colony and then had to wait for months in New Orleans in the 

                                                        

29 "Ulloa to Bucareli, March 25, 1767," in Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, 
Vol. II, Pt. I, The Revolutionary Period, 1765-1781, 25-26. For French monetary policies, see chapters 
eight through eleven of, N. M. Miller Surrey, The Commerce of Louisiana During the French Regime, 
1699-1763 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1916). Some estimates put the amount of paper 
money introduced into Louisiana by the French between 1748 and 1765 at more than $1,500,000. 
Holmes, "Some Economic Problems of Spanish Governors of Louisiana," 522, (fn. 2).  
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hopes of being paid. Scarce money made paying for their own food and board 

enormously tricky and expensive, and ate up any profits they might make.30  

 Indians posed the final problem for Ulloa. French leaders with experience in the 

region worried that the Spanish would "have some trouble in keeping the necessary 

harmony and understanding with the Indian tribes and with the Europeans scattered in 

the different sections of this colony since the officers and their troops are unfamiliar with 

the customs and localities." Not only did Ulloa lack first-hand experience dealing with 

Native peoples of the Lower Valley, he also alienated traders and merchants involved in 

the skins trade. The situation reached a critical point in the fall of 1768 when a mob of 

hundreds of residents of Louisiana descended on the capital to demand payment for 

monies due them by the Spanish government.31  

 Ulloa fled the colony in November as leaders of the anti-Spanish movement 

desperately tried to convince France to resume control of Louisiana. When the leaders of 

the Rebellion of 1768 composed a memoir to Louis XV, their first complaint centered on 

Ulloa's handling of the Indian trade. The memorialists noted that "the Indian trade is one 

                                                        

30 Ulloa to Bucareli, December 2, 1767, in Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, 
Vol. II, Pt. I, 38. 

31 "Etienne-François, Duc de Choiseul to Jean-Jacques-Blaise D'Abbadie, April 21, 1764," in, 
Guillermo Náñez Falcón, ed., The Favrot Family Papers: A Documentary Chronicle of Early Louisiana 
Vol. I (New Orleans: Howard Tilton Memorial Library, Tulane, 1988), 112; Wilbur E. Menera, ed., 
The Rebellion of 1768: Documents from the Favrot Family Papers and the Rosamonde E. And Emile Kuntz 
Collection (New Orleans: Howard-Tilton Memorial Library, Tulane, 1995), xiii. 
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of our principal branches of commerce and is so united with the interests of the planter 

that the one is a stimulus for the other. This trade provides a market for the goods of our 

industry... This market is a deep mine whose opening can lead to fantastic wealth with 

treasures greater than those of Potosi." The protestors complained that Ulloa closed off 

the skins trade in the northern Mississippi Valley (and into the Missouri Valley) and 

granted monopolies on the skins trade to "five or six individuals." Some other 

complaints related to the Indian trade as well, principally that Spain itself had little 

market for furs and skins, and that Spanish manufacturing was underdeveloped and 

held little of value for Indian customers.32 

 Luckily for the Spanish, their Native neighbors showed patience with the new 

administration. Ulloa certainly complained about the costs of Indian diplomacy, 

warning that the commanders of Spanish outposts must "realize that the Indians cannot 

be despotic in their demands, and that they must not be given everything they are 

minded to ask for, with threats of attack if they are not gratified every time they come to 

the forts." However, though Indians may have made demands that appeared despotic to 

the impecunious Ulloa, and occasionally attacked or harassed Spanish subjects, they 

chose not to resort to military actions in the face of Spanish stinginess. Considering the 

                                                        

32 "Memoir from the planters and merchants of Louisiana to his Majesty, October 29, 1768," in, 
Menera, ed., The Rebellion of 1768, 4-7.  
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dismal state of the Spanish army during Ulloa's tenure, both Choctaws and Chickasaws 

possessed the requisite firepower to decimate the colony.33  

 The Rebellion of 1768 finally goaded the Spanish into devoting energy and funds 

to the administration of Louisiana. The Spanish sent General Alejandro O'Reilly with 

2,056 men, including 160 black militiamen from Cuba, to quell the rebellion. In the 

context of Louisiana's prior history, O'Reilly's army constituted a massive display of 

force. O'Reilly took a hard line with the rebellion's leaders, executing five. As important 

for the long-term viability of Spanish rule in Louisiana, rebels and bystanders alike were 

relieved that the invading army brought with it a supposed 500,000 Spanish dollars. 

Though the real number was likely only half that size, it still represented a windfall for 

the residents of Louisiana. Merchants like John Fitzpatrick practically salivated at the 

idea of hard money circulating in the colony and described their intentions to immediate 

call in debts from those who would be paid by the Spanish. Spain eventually secured 

Louisiana through its display of force and funding, but they never resolved one of the 

key issues at the core of their problems, that very few Spaniards desired to settle in 

Louisiana.34  

                                                        

33 "Ulloa to Grimaldi, August 4, 1768," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, 
Vol. II, Pt. I, 61. 

34 Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places, 118; "Bucareli to Arriaga, July 7, 1769," in, Kinnaird ed., 
Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 86-89. Governor Antonio de Ulloa arrived in 
Louisiana with 103 men, but disease and desertion quickly thinned the ranks to 79 men. Holmes, 
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 The Spanish toyed with the idea of recruiting dissatisfied British colonists of the 

Catholic faith in order to bolster the number of loyal subjects in Louisiana. In the late 

1760s Dr. Henry Jerningham and several other local leaders in Maryland inquired of the 

Spanish government about the possibility of relocating to Louisiana. Jerningham 

assured Ulloa that "hundreds of roman Catholic familys" of "pure noble and ancient 

Blood" desired to emigrate to Louisiana. Sharing a common faith was not, however, 

deemed sufficient to ensure the future loyalty of previously British subjects, and the idea 

never gained traction. More famously, Louisiana did receive an influx of French 

Catholics from Canada, the Acadians. Aside from this flow of people from Canada, 

Spain's demographic increases rested primarily on the forced immigration of African 

slaves and the voluntary immigration of several thousand Spanish subjects from the 

Canary Islands during the 1770s.35  

                                                        

 

Honor and Fidelity, 13. Holmes, "Some Economic Problems of Spanish Governors of Louisiana," 
524; "[John Fitzpatrick] To McGillivray and Struthers at Mobile, from New Orleans, August 4, 
1769," in, John Fitzpatrick, Margaret Fisher Dalrymple, ed., The Merchant of Manchac: The 
Letterbooks of John Fitzpatrick, 1768-1790 (Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1978), 65-66. 

35 James Alexander Robertson, "A Projected Settlement of English-Speaking Catholics from 
Maryland in Spanish Louisiana, 1767, 1768," The American Historical Review 16, no. 2 (1911): 323-
327; "Jerningham to Ulloa, November 28, 1767," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 
1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 36-37; Gilbert C. Din, "Empires Too Far: The Demographic Limitations of 
Three Imperial Powers in the Eighteenth-Century Mississippi Valley," Louisiana History: The 
Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 50, no. 3 (Summer, 2009): 261-292; Andrew S. Walsh 
and Robert V. Wells, "Population Dynamics in the Eighteenth-Century Mississippi River Valley: 
Acadians in Louisiana," Journal of Social History 11, no. 4 (Summer, 1978): 521-545. For the 
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 The Spanish conducted a census of Louisiana in 1771, which broke down the 

population by sex, race, and enslaved or free status. Excluding the northern settlements 

at the Arkansas Post and the Illinois country, as well as the western settlements at 

Natchitoches and Rapide, the total population of Louisiana stood at 9,282. Of this 

population were 333 mulatto slaves, 84 Indian slaves, and 3,445 black slaves, so that 

Spain's white and free black population in the Lower Valley totaled 5,420. In several 

regions within Louisiana and West Florida slaves outnumbered white residents. As the 

populations of both colonies grew, enslaved Africans and Creoles made up a larger 

share of both populations. Though far from as lopsided as the disparity between 

enslaved and free found on islands like Jamaica and Saint-Domingue, rebellion amongst 

slaves in Louisiana and West Florida remained a threat to the Euro-American 

population of these colonies throughout their existence. Moreover, the governments of 

these colonies lacked the resources necessary to collect taxes or enforce trade regulations 

throughout the widely-dispersed settlements, plantations, and Indian country in which 

their subjects and slaves conducted business. Unsurprisingly, tax revenues never came 

close to paying for the cost of governance. For instance, the recorded taxable sales (likely 

                                                        

 

immigration of Canary Islanders see, James J. Parsons, "The Migration of Canary Islanders to the 
Americas: An Unbroken Current since Columbus," The Americas 39, no. 4 (April 1983): 447-481, 
Gilbert C. Din, "The Canary Islander Settlements of Spanish Louisiana: An Overview," Louisiana 
History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 27, no. 4 (Autumn, 1986): 353-373, and, 
Sidney Louis Villerè, The Canary Islands Migration to Louisiana, 1778-1783; the History and Passenger 
Lists of the Islenos Volunteer Recruits and Their Families (Baltimore: Genealogical Pub. Co., 1972). 
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a fraction of all actual sales) of "transient [Indian] traders" in West Florida in 1767 totaled 

$15,482 and brought in taxes of $360. A British duty on slaves imported into the colony 

during 1767 and 1768 resulted in a return of a mere $85, while a poll tax on all slaves in 

West Florida brought in only $255 in 1767. Even taken together these taxes did not pay 

for the salary of John Stuart who collected wages of £1,000 sterling annually.36  

 The British began their tenure in West Florida well behind the Spanish as far as 

population was concerned. In 1764 British Lieutenant Colonel James Robertson 

estimated that Mobile, the colony's most populous town, contained 350, mostly French, 

residents. Another estimate provided the year before put the number at 620 inhabitants, 

500 of them black. The decline in total population in Mobile may be attributed to the 

removal of families to Spanish Louisiana or to inaccuracies in one or both estimates. 

However, prospects for quick settlement by loyal British subjects looked good. One 

newspaper reported in 1763 that "Great numbers of people are engaging here [London], 

and in Scotland and Ireland, to go and settle in Florida, where land will be given them 

                                                        

36 September 2, 1771 census of Louisiana found in, Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 
1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 196. This census likely undercounted the numbers of Indian slaves and 
free blacks within the colony. Governor O'Reilly outlawed the further extension of Indian 
slavery, but grandfathered in existing Indian slaves on condition that they could not be sold. 
"Proclamation by O'Reilly, December 7, 1769," Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-
1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 125-126. Later large populations of free mulattos and blacks in Spanish 
Louisiana suggest a higher initial number than listed in the 1771 census. "Treasurer's Acct of West 
Florida from 1st Jany 1767 to 30th Jany 1769," CO5/577, fols., 74-79, BNA; "December 9, 1768 
[Warrant for a half year's salary in favor of John Stuart], Thomas Gage Papers, Account Books, 
Box 3, The Clements Library, The University of Michigan. 
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by the government, and all necessaries for agriculture will be provided them." In reality 

the population of the colony reached a little over 2,300 people including 842 blacks by 

1765. In 1774 Elias Durnford estimated West Florida's population as containing 2,500 

white and 600 enslaved residents in the western portion of the colony, and that 1,200 

whites and 600 slaves lived in the eastern portion. Unfortunately, the British never 

conducted a census of the colony and figures range wildly. Historian Robin Fabel's 

analysis of these early estimates, as well as of land grant applications for the colony, do 

suggest that bachelors¾many of them veterans¾and slaves made up a high percentage 

of the total population.37 

 By the early 1770s both the Spanish and the British had finally secured a foothold 

in the Lower Valley, thanks to the assistance of Choctaws and Chickasaws. In doing so, 

they created new diplomatic ties with these Native nations¾ ties that proved lucrative 

for many non-native merchants and traders. However, though the British and Spanish 

eventually succeeded in quashing open rebellions and reducing the severity of 

rancorous internal disputes, the colonies of both empires stood in a precarious position. 

Native armies of Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Creeks outnumbered and outgunned the 

sickly forces of Spain and Britain. Meanwhile, powerful Native nations of the Missouri 

and Ohio Valleys stood ready to wipe out the small forts manned by Europeans in the 
                                                        

37 Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 18-20; "London, June 18," The Newport 
Mercury, [Newport, RI] August 29, 1763; Henry O. Robertson, "Tories or Patriots? The Mississippi 
River Planters during the American Revolution," Louisiana History, 40 (Autumn 1999): 446.  
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Illinois country. However, even as British and Spanish officials in West Florida and 

Louisiana grappled with the vulnerabilities created by Native power and the possible 

threat of slave rebellion, Choctaws and Chickasaws stood at the cusp of a profitable 

future. Animosity between these two Native nations, the most powerful in the Lower 

Valley, had largely been eliminated. Meanwhile, though non-native populations were 

growing and pushing for access to more Indian lands, they were doing so at manageable 

rate. Additionally, apart from O'Reilly's impressive entrance into New Orleans, the 

British and the Spanish appeared unable or unwilling to station large and threatening 

armies within the Lower Valley. Euro-American merchants also displayed a readiness to 

import desirable manufactured goods, including guns and powder, in return for native-

produced animal skins. Finally, the secure establishment of competing empires in the 

Lower Valley augured well for future diplomatic demands put forward by Choctaws 

and Chickasaws.
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Chapter 3: Capitalizing on Empire, 1770-1777 

 In the winter of 1771 the British held a multi-week congress with Choctaws and 

Chickasaws in Mobile. Just to record the goods distributed to Native leaders required 

compiling a list more than one hundred pages long. In total the British provided the 

Indians in attendance with 123,484 meals and £11,815 (New York currency) worth of 

manufactured goods. Recent scholarship interprets such expenditures as proof of the 

ability of Native peoples to force non-natives to abide by their demands. True enough— 

but what effect did these demands have for those footing the bill? This chapter argues 

that the transfer of resources from non-native governments to Native peoples 

profoundly altered the economies of the Lower Valley. These transfers subsidized 

traders by clearing a path for commerce, subsidized Indian producers by providing free 

tools of the trade, stabilized the skins trade during periods of crisis, and finally, offered 

opportunities for British merchants and traders to directly profit from supporting the 

diplomatic process. This chapter begins by providing an overview of the non-native 

economies and economic policies of the Lower Valley. It continues by examining 

diplomatic gift giving, arguing that this spending subsidized Native producers and 
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Euro-American traders and merchants. The chapter concludes by investigating the size 

and profitability of the skins trade.1  

 Scholarship concerning the non-native economies of the eighteenth-century 

Mississippi Valley began in earnest in 1916 with Nancy Miller Surrey's hefty monograph 

detailing information about shipping, commodity prices, and official trade regulations 

throughout French Louisiana. Seventy years later historian Robin Fabel did much the 

same for British West Florida. Most works, however, examine more narrowly defined 

groups, regions, or economic topics. To the north of the Lower Valley almost all Euro-

American settlement not within Canada was confined to the Illinois country, which 

encompassed portions of present-day Illinois, Indiana, and Missouri. Non-native 

residents of the Illinois country communally fenced long thin lots of arable land and 

managed shared commons on which they grazed livestock and harvested wood. These 

French-speaking inhabitants, both free and enslaved, grew wheat and shipped it 

downriver to New Orleans. A substantial minority of the Euro-American residents of the 

region also traded with Indians.2  

                                                        

1 "A List of Towns in the Choctaw with the Names of the Indians in Each Town Receiving 
Presents at the Congress, 1771 & 1772," CO5/73, fols. 330-383, BNA. 

2 Surrey, The Commerce of Louisiana During the French Regime, 1699-1763; Fabel, The Economy of 
British West Florida, 1763-1783. Historian Carl Ekberg brings an unparalleled knowledge of the 
sources concerned with the eighteenth-century Illinois country to bear when writing about Euro-
American agriculture or individual merchants. Ekberg meticulously parses out, down to the 
minutia of everyday life, the experiences and institutions of the Francophone residents of the 
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 Even though the region exported grains, skins, and lead, rather than tobacco, 

rice, cotton, or other highly profitable crops, enslaved black creoles and Indians made up 

a substantial percentage of the non-native population of Illinois country. This 

development can be traced back to the initial rage for investment in Louisiana under the 

John Law scheme of the early 1700s. However, due to the high cost of importing new 

slaves to such a remote region, or of purchasing Indian slaves, labor remained in 

continual short supply in the Illinois country and free laborers commanded high wages.3  

                                                        

 

Illinois country. For one examples from Ekberg's extensive catalogue see, Carl J. Ekberg, French 
Roots in the Illinois Country: The Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1998). Legal scholar Stuart Banner examines how the non-native inhabitants of colonial St. 
Louis created and understood the law, overturning old stereotypes about the supposed docility 
of the French and Spanish inhabitants of the Illinois country by revealing them as aggressive and 
opportunistic businesspeople and litigators. See, Stuart Banner, "Written Law and Unwritten 
Norms in Colonial St. Louis," Law and History Review Vol. 14, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 33-80, and, 
Stuart Banner, "The Political Function of the Commons: Changing Conceptions of Property and 
Sovereignty in Missouri, 1750-1850," The American Journal of Legal History Vol. 41, no. 1 (January 
1997): 61-93. Banner has also written extensively about how Europeans dispossessed Indians of 
their lands. Stuart Banner, How the Indians Lost Their Land: Law and Power on the Frontier 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005). 

3 For a discussion of the importance of lead mining to the Illinois country see, Isaac Lippincott, 
"Industrial Influence of Lead in Missouri," The Journal of Political Economy Vol. 20, no. 7 (July 
1912): 695-715. British officer Philip Pittman probably stretched the truth a bit when he claimed 
that "At the Illinois a man may be boarded and lodged the year round on condition of his 
working two months." Philip Pittman, The Present State of the European Settlements on the 
Mississippi (London: Printed for J. Nourse, 1770), 102. Euro-American officials regularly 
complained that vagrants, hunters, and other mobile laborers worked only half the year and 
spent the other half in "idleness," a clear suggestion of the high price of labor within the region. 
For one example see, "Report of Don Pedro Piernas to Gov. O'Reilly, describing the Spanish 
Illinois Country, Dated October 31, 1769," in Louis Houck, ed., The Spanish Regime in Missouri; a 
Collection of Papers and Documents Relating to Upper Louisiana Principally within the Present Limits of 
Missouri During the Dominion of Spain, from the Archives of the Indies at Seville... Vol. I [hereafter 
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 By the 1760s the trade with Indians for animal skins became one of the most 

profitable sector of the economy of the region. Euro-American officials went so far as to 

complain that the enthusiasm for the Indian trade dulled interest in agriculture. 

Describing the inhabitants of the Illinois country, British officer Philip Pittman wrote 

that "The price of labour in general is very high, as most of the young men rather chuse 

to hunt and trade amongst the Indians, than apply to agriculture or become handicrafts." 

Two Spanish leaders in St. Louis made this argument more emphatically. Pedro Piernas 

went so far in 1769 as to assert that the "sole and universal trade consists in furs." His 

successor, Fernando de Leyba later claimed that "the settlers are interested only in 

trading with the Indians and neglect their farming. All are, or wish to be merchants." All 

of the concerns voiced by Euro-American leaders in the Illinois country suggest a lively 

interest in the Indian trade— an interest stoked by potential profits.4 

                                                        

 

cited as SRIM] (Chicago, Ill.: R.R. Donnelley & Sons Co., 1909), 71. The scarcity of labor can also 
be inferred from the fact that even common soldiers in Louisiana demanded extra payment for 
work they considered beyond the scope of their normal duties. See, "Antonio de Ulloa to Antonio 
Bucareli, March 25, 1767," in, Despatches of the Spanish Governors of Louisiana 1766-1791 [hereafter 
cited as DSG], Book 1 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1937-38), 23.  

4 Though the skins trade linked the Lower Valley with the Illinois country; many pelts and furs 
made their way from the Illinois country to other locales. In particular, familial ties, debts, 
obligations, as well as the heat of the Lower Valley that tended to rot imperfectly dressed skins, 
directed a sizeable portion of the animal skins harvested and processed by Indians, to merchants 
in Canada. See, Robert Englebert, “Beyond Borders Mental Mapping and the French River World 
in North America, 1763-1805” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Ottawa, 2011). Pittman, The 
present state of the European settlements on the Missisippi [sic], 102; "Report of Don Pedro Piernas to 
Gov. O'Reilly describing the Spanish Illinois Country, dated October 31, 1769," in, SRIM, 69; 
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 The Spanish empire of the eighteenth century was often portrayed by British 

contemporaries as a bureaucratic quagmire. Early generations of British and American 

historians took up this same position, casting the Spanish empire as clumsy and ready to 

collapse under its own weight by the beginning of the nineteenth century. This bias, 

coupled with the brief Spanish tenure in Louisiana, continues to distort perceptions of 

Spanish rule in the region. During more than three decades in the Lower Valley the 

Spanish actually stood near the vanguard of new ideas when crafting legislation and 

trade policies. Though at times such efforts met with resistance, the Spanish in Louisiana 

were hardly Mercantilist throwbacks who blindly suffocated the economies of the 

colony through clumsy and oppressive regulations.5  

 The Spanish willingness to innovate and experiment with laws and trade 

regulations in Louisiana likely stemmed from two shocks that rocked the empire in the 

1760s. The first came during the final years of the Seven Years' War when Britain 

                                                        

 

"Leyba to Gálvez, November 16, 1778," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, 
Vol. II, Pt. I, 312. The use of skins as a form of currency throughout much of the Mississippi 
Valley is another indication of the importance of Indians to the non-native economies of the 
region. For some examples of skins functioning in lieu of currency see, Francis Baily, Journal of a 
Tour in Unsettled Parts of North America, in 1796 & 1797 (London: Baily Bros., 1856), 266, Antoine 
Saugrain and Eugene F. Bliss, ed., Dr. Saugrain's Note-Books, 1788... (Worcester, MA: Davis Press, 
1909), 11, and, "James Hamilton to Oliver Pollock, July 28, 1775," Oliver Pollock Papers, Library of 
Congress, Washington D.C. 

5 Ralph Lee Woodward Jr. provides a concise analysis of Spanish economic policies in Louisiana. 
Woodward, Jr., "Spanish Commercial Policy in Louisiana, 1763-1803," Louisiana History: The 
Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 44, no. 2 (Spring 2003): 133-164. 
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captured Havana. Rather than protest British occupation, Spanish residents in Havana 

welcomed the low prices and high quality of British manufactures. The second shock 

took place in Louisiana itself. The Rebellion of 1768 proved that only sound economic 

conditions could secure the colony for Spain. Many Spanish officials and economic 

thinkers responded by pushing for increased liberalization of trade policies. In 1768 

Spain extended the Free Trade Act of 1765 to include Louisiana. A decade later the Free 

Trade Act of 1778 further liberalized trade policy in the colony. Scholar Ralph 

Woodward Jr. aptly describes the many policy maneuvers undertaken by the Spanish 

Empire during the eighteenth century as both "piecemeal and sometimes contradictory," 

but also as "fundamentally pragmatic steps." In addition to relaxing regulations and 

opening trade to an increasing number of ports, including select foreign ports, Spanish 

officials in Louisiana frequently achieved the same ends by simply refusing to enforce 

existing regulations. These moves, both legal and extralegal came in response to the 

threats posed by the allure of British and American goods and by internal dissent.6  

 Economic historian Russell Menard contends that the Indian trade dominated 

the economy of French Louisiana but that a plantation economy emerged under Spanish 

rule, so that by 1775, "annual exports of indigo and tobacco from New Orleans were 

worth more than six times the value of deerskin exports." Bernardo de Gálvez, the 
                                                        

6 It should be noted that the word "free," is perhaps too extreme to describe the act. Liberalization 
might well be a better choice. Woodward, Jr., "Spanish Commercial Policy in Louisiana, 1763-
1803," 133, 142-143, 148.  
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governor of Louisiana painted a different picture in 1779, arguing that "the principal 

branch [of commerce] which that province [Louisiana] supports is peltry." Gálvez 

asserted that other Spanish colonies, including Guatemala and Cuba, produced higher 

quality indigo, tobacco, and lumber than did Louisiana. Moreover, these colonies 

produced enough of these commodities to supply all of Spain's demands, necessitating 

that Louisiana's producers sell to foreign buyers. Though Gálvez likely exaggerated the 

economic problems of the colony in order to push more liberal trade policies, his lament 

makes the continued significance of the Indian trade clear. Unfortunately, determining 

the size and composition of the economy of Spanish Louisiana is made extremely 

difficult due to the abundance of illegal trade in the colony. Fewer than ten ships per 

year (and as few as two ships in certain years) arrived legally in New Orleans annually 

between 1768 and 1777. While that number picked up during the late 1770s and early 

1780s, producers still required assistance from the Spanish government. Governors 

Unzaga and Gálvez initiated programs to stimulate tobacco production by directly 

purchasing tobacco produced in the colony. The policy resulted in a massive spike in 

tobacco production from a little more than 127,000 pounds in 1776 to nearly 1,500,000 

pounds in 1787. A crown tobacco monopoly purchased the crop for between 25,000 and 

105,000 pesos annually. Given that Spanish officials frequently complained about how 

the profits of the skins and fur trade depressed interest in agriculture, and about the 
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prevalence of smuggling it is likely that the truth lies nearer to Gálvez's estimation than 

Menard's.7 

 The Spanish did benefit from inheriting an indigo industry begun by French 

planters and African slaves in the early 1700s that reached a value of 1,350,000 livres in 

1760. However, many factors combined to suppress indigo production under Spanish 

rule, including competition with Guatemala, natural disasters, wild price swings, the 

cost of enslaved labor, and the complexity of the manufacturing process. During the 

1770s and 1780s production in Spanish Louisiana and West Florida fluctuated between 

                                                        

7 Russell R. Menard, "Economic and Social Development of the South: The South of the Eve of 
Independence," in, Stanley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman, eds., The Cambridge Economic 
History of the United States: Volume I, The Colonial Era (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 290; "Summary of a report by Governor Bernardo de Arthur Gálvez at 
New Orleans, on October 24, 1778, on the representation by Manuel de Las Heras," in, Preston 
Whitaker, Documents Relating to the Commercial Policy of Spain in the Floridas, with Incidental 
Reference to Louisiana (DeLand, FL: Florida State Historical Society, 1931), 13. Gálvez had already 
successfully lobbied for some loosening of trade restrictions. In 1777 Spain granted permission to 
Louisiana residents to sell their products to French vessels in exchange for money, bills, or slaves. 
However, few French merchants were willing to part with hard money or slaves. See, 
"Proclamation concerning Louisiana commerce, November 21, 1777," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the 
Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 242-243. Holmes, "Some Economic Problems of Spanish 
Governors of Louisiana," 525-526; Charles H. Cunningham, "Financial Reports Relating to 
Louisiana, 1766-1788," The Mississippi Valley Historical Review Vol. 6, no. 3 (December 1919): 383-
384. For more on tobacco production in Spanish Louisiana and government policies regarding the 
crop see, Brian E. Coutts, "Boom and Bust: The Rise and Fall of the Tobacco Industry in Spanish 
Louisiana, 1770-1790," The Americas 42, no. 3 (January 1986): 289-309. Coutts does not include 
Cadiz for his 1787 figure.  
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200,000 and 500,000 pounds. Cotton, sugar, and other crops eventually proved more 

lucrative and reliable.8 

 The Rebellion of 1768 demonstrated that the infusion of cash through 

governmental salaries and spending formed a key pillar of the economies of the Lower 

Valley. By the early 1770s salaries and other governmental expenditures in Louisiana 

averaged roughly 1,000,000 silver reales annually. During the American Revolution these 

expenditures increased rapidly, reaching as high as 3,389,000 reales in 1781. As was the 

case with British West Florida, the monies introduced into the colony through 

governmental spending helped to keep the economy of Louisiana afloat despite its 

persistent trade deficit. Indeed, though many residents of Louisiana railed against the 

restrictions on trade that the Spanish left in place, they readily accepted and competed 

for access to government funds. The empire's massive spending on Indian affairs and 

salaries, and its direct purchase of tobacco, likely stimulated much of the economic 

growth within the colony during the last decades of the eighteenth century.9 

 Like many of its North American colonies, West Florida failed to meet the British 

empire's economic hopes. It produced some naval stores, but the colony provided only 

                                                        

8 Jack D. L. Holmes, "Indigo in Colonial Louisiana and the Floridas," Louisiana History: The Journal 
of the Louisiana Historical Association Vol. 8, no. 4 (Autumn, 1967): 340-341, 335. Ranching also 
began to develop into a sizeable industry during the Spanish era. African slaves proved critical to 
early ranching success, likely bringing in expertise gained in West Africa. See, Sluyter, "The Role 
of Blacks in Establishing Cattle Ranching in Louisiana in the Eighteenth Century," 41-67. 

9 Cunningham, "Financial Reports Relating to Louisiana, 1766-1788," 393-395. 
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limited support for British fisheries or for Caribbean possessions. Plantation owners in 

West Florida wanted to grow cotton, sugar, and other lucrative crops themselves rather 

than export corn and rice to feed the West-Indian slaves who produced these same 

commodities in Jamaica. By the mid-1770s West Florida was producing significant 

amounts of tobacco, indigo, and wood products. Some of those who did produce 

surplus foodstuffs preferred to sell to plantation owners in Louisiana rather than ship to 

the British Caribbean. Spanish Louisiana developed a sizeable trade deficit in its 

dealings with British West Florida. Some estimates put the annual value of British 

imports into Louisiana in the mid-1770s at $700,000, while total Spanish exports stood at 

roughly half a million dollars, including $200,000 worth of native-produced animal 

skins.10  

 Contemporary authors provided a wide range of estimates of the total value of 

West Florida's imports and exports. Alexander Cluny asserted in 1769 that Great Britain 

exported £97,000 worth of goods to Pensacola and received £63,000 worth of skins, 

lumber, and silver from the port. However, Cluny's grasp on the situation in West 

Florida was in many respects tenuous, as when he imagined Indians at some point in the 

future happily taking on the work performed by African slaves. A petition produced by 

residents of West Florida in 1778, in the wake of an American attack on British 
                                                        

10 Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 3, 96; Russell R. Menard, "Economic and 
Social Development of the South: The South of the Eve of Independence," in, Engerman and 
Gallman, eds., The Cambridge Economic History of the United States: Volume I, The Colonial Era, 290. 
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plantations lining the east bank of the Mississippi River, put forth a much larger, likely 

grossly exaggerated figure, asserting that West Florida exported products valued at 

£200,000 annually to Great Britain. The petitioners emphasized West Florida's value to 

the empire by alleging that "upwards of one hundred sail of ships are employed in 

carrying lumber from this province to the West India Islands."11  

 David MacPherson, a contemporary author who compiled figures on the 

economy of the British Empire, provided a much more pessimistic assessment. 

MacPherson asserted that East and West Florida combined exported less than £23,000 

worth of goods to Great Britain annually between 1770 and 1774. Some of the disparity 

between these figures might simply be a result of how each author defined "Britain." 

MacPherson provided separate entries for England and Scotland in his lists of goods 

imported and exported from British colonies while the petition writers of West Florida 

may have lumped together England, Scotland, and all British colonies in their figure for 

exports to "Great Britain." Additionally, many ships that left Pensacola stopped at ports 

                                                        

11 Alexander Cluny, The American Traveller: Or, Observations on the Present State, Culture and 
Commerce of the British Colonies in America... With an Account of the Exports, Imports and Returns of 
Each Colony Respectively... In a Series of Letters (London: Dilly [u.a.], 1769), 109-112. In a book 
published in 1774, author John Entick gave the estimates of imports and exports into and out of 
West Florida as did Cluny. John Entick, The Present State of the British Empire: Containing a 
Description of the Kingdoms, Principalities, Islands, Colonies, Conquests, and of the Military and 
Commercial Establishments, under the British Crown, in Europe, Asia, Africa, and America... Vol. IV 
(London: Printed for B. Law, E. and C. Dilly, Faden and Jefferys, and R. Goadby, 1774), 474. "The 
memorial of the proprietors and settlers of land in the province of West Florida and of the 
merchants trading thereto..., [1778]" CO5/580, fols., 113-115. 
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in the Caribbean or in the thirteen colonies before heading on to Britain, potentially 

obscuring the point of origin of some West Florida exports.12  

 The economic actions and outcomes of the residents of West Florida cast doubt 

on both MacPherson's low figures and the petition's extraordinarily large estimates. Maj. 

Farmar left behind an estate worth $35,000 when he died in 1780. Other merchants and 

traders in West Florida conducted financial transactions in which hundreds of pounds 

sterling changed hands, and some left behind estates or capitalized firms worth tens of 

thousands of dollars. During the British tenure West Florida's actual annual exports 

likely averaged well less than £200,000, but substantially more than £23,000.13 

 While the absolute size of the economy of British West Florida remains an elusive 

figure it is possible to make several general observations based on the evidence. First, 

the trade with Indians for animal skins remained critically important to the non-native 

                                                        

12 For a table of MacPherson's figures for the Floridas, see, Fabel, The Economy of British West 
Florida, 1763-1783, 200. MacPherson's year runs from December to December, so that Fabel's 1772 
matches with MacPherson's 1773. For original figures see, David MacPherson, Annals of 
Commerce, Manufactures, Fisheries, and Navigation with Brief Notices of the Arts and Sciences 
Connected with Them : Containing the Commercial Transactions of the British Empire and Other 
Countries: With a Large Appendix... Vol. 3 (London: Nichols and Son [u.a.], 1805), 518-585. 
MacPherson's figures for 1770-1773, match those provided earlier by Charles Whitworth. See, 
Charles Whitworth, State of the Trade of Great Britain in Its Imports and Exports Progressively from the 
Year 1697: Also of the Trade to Each Particular Country, During the above Period, Distinguishing Each 
Year (London: G. Robinson, 1776), 75-77. For some of the problems associated with Whitworth's 
calculations, see, John J. McCusker, "The Current Value of English Exports, 1697 to 1800," The 
William and Mary Quarterly Vol. 28, no. 4 (October 1971): 607-628.  

13 For estates and firms see, Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 207-208. Many 
examples of large financial transactions occurring in West Florida can be found in the 
conveyances recorded in CO5/613, BNA. 
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residents of West Florida throughout British rule. Second, the colony clearly imported 

more goods than it exported. Finally, money expended by the British treasury made up 

a significant share of the overall economy. This spending helps to explain how the 

economy of West Florida continued to function despite its sizeable trade deficit. Robin 

Fabel estimates that combined, the salaries of civilian officials and expenditures on 

diplomatic gifts for Indians in British West Florida averaged £5,000 annually. Such 

expenses spiked when the British held congresses or treaties with Native nations of the 

Lower Valley.14  

 Military spending, primarily in the form of the wages of soldiers and officers, 

often dwarfed these expenses. These salaries brought the most money into West Florida 

during British rule, totaling as high as £33,000 in certain years. While officers and high-

level civil officials may have set aside significant portions of their incomes, common 

soldiers and low-ranking officers spent most or all of their salaries within the colony. 

                                                        

14 Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 201. See also, "Estimate of the civil 
establishment of His Majesty's province of West Florida... 24th of June 1769 to the 24th June 1770," 
CO5/600, fol., 32, BNA. The estimate comes in at £4,800. Salaries accounted for £2,800. General 
contingent expenses were estimated at £1,000, and Indian presents also at £1,000. The estimate for 
the next twelve-month period came in at £6,100, with the same allotment for contingent and 
Indian expenses. "Estimate of the civil establishment of His Majesty's province of West Florida... 
24th of June 1770 to the 24th of June 1771,"CO5/600, fol., 224, BNA. 
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This captive market for food, clothing, drink, and other items was critical to the financial 

well-being of the colony.15   

 The expense of provisioning troops and of constructing and maintaining forts 

and canals was also substantial. One estimate for the annual cost of provisions for the 

military of West Florida in 1767 totaled £4,963. Both the Spanish and the British 

inherited rotting buildings and barracks that required costly repairs. The British added 

to the cost of infrastructure improvements by undertaking an ambitious project to clear 

the Iberville River. Had they succeeded in making the river navigable for large vessels 

throughout the calendar year, the British would have been able to bypass New Orleans 

completely. Without such a cut through to the Mississippi River the British always had 

to worry about the prospect of the Spanish closing the river to their traffic.16  

 Writing after an initial clearance of the Iberville in 1764 Gov. Johnstone dreamily 

predicted that if the British kept the passage open that it would render "New Orleans 

dependent on us for all things." However, the British needed to keep a post on the 

Iberville near its connection with the Mississippi River to protect the passage from 

possible attack and to attend to continual maintenance of the canal. The estimate for 

constructing the proposed post came to $5,619. Multiple attempts to clear the river 

                                                        

15 Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 201.  

16 "An estimate of the expense of provisions..., [1767]," T1/461, fol., 260, BNA. This total included a 
figure of £361 for 50 Indians consuming 18,250 rations. It is unclear if this represents a diplomatic 
expense or if these Indians were to serve as scouts or auxiliaries. 
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ended in failure. The Mississippi River naturally clogged the shallow Iberville River 

with logs and debris almost as fast as hired slaves could clear them out.17  

 Unfortunately for the Spanish and the British, rather than filling their coffers 

with tax revenues, the critically important Indian trade actually consumed significant 

imperial resources. Across North America, including in the Lower Valley, eighteenth-

century Euro-American leaders regularly disparaged their Indian contemporaries for 

demanding "gifts" before agreeing to participate in trade or diplomatic exchanges. Early 

historians often supported these assessments, categorizing Native demands as brazenly 

extortionate or economically backwards. In the wake of Marcel Mauss' seminal work, 

The Gift, scholarship began to shift away from such clumsy constructions as 

anthropologists examined gift exchanges within pre-modern societies. Mauss recast gift 

giving as an ongoing process that required periodic renewal, rather than as a series of 

                                                        

17 "George Johnstone to John Lindsay, December 10, 1764," CO5/574, Part 1, fol., 257, BNA. The 
first thought that the recipient of Johnstone's letter had on the news of the Iberville passage was 
that the, "Indian traders will soon reap the advantage of that short communication with the 
Mississippi." "John Lindsay to George Johnstone, January 2, 1765," CO5/574, Part 1, fol., 261, 
BNA. "Estimate for the post to be erected at the point of the River Iberville, [1765]," CO5/574, Part 
1, fol., 269, BNA. The near impossibility of keeping the river clear seemed apparent to some 
British leaders as early as 1766. See, "Gage to Shelburne, October 10, 1766," in, Thomas Gage, et 
al., The Correspondence of General Thomas Gage, Vol. 1 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1931), 
110-112. As was the case with nearly every endeavor in West Florida, the clearance of the 
Iberville River produced accusations of profiteering. For just one case see, "Pittman to Gage, July 
22, 1766 [and the enclosed affidavit that accompanied the letter]," Thomas Gage Papers, Vol. 39, 
Clements Library, University of Michigan. 
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discrete events. Accordingly, by giving a gift, a person or group creates an obligation for 

reciprocity, which if declined makes "the person who has accepted [the gift] inferior."18  

 Much of the scholarship produced by historians that concerns gifts and Native 

societies concentrates on the relationship between material goods and political power. 

Because of the egalitarian and democratic nature of most Native societies, persuasion, 

rather than coercion lay at the heart of this power. The ability to acquire desirable goods, 

coupled with the willingness to redistribute those items to members of the community, 

contributed to the prestige, influence, and persuasive power of Native leaders. As 

Indians across the continent came to rely more heavily on European manufactures 

during the eighteenth century, the ability to secure these goods became increasingly 

important for Native leaders and altered how some Native societies governed 

themselves.19  

                                                        

18 For one extreme example of disparaging Indians, see a work from 1835 in which the author 
describes goods sent to Indian nations as "Wagon loads of the most childish trinkets, and the 
most ridiculous toys." The author also asserted that "Immense sums of money are also given 
them in annuities—money which to the savage is totally valueless, and which is immediately 
transferred to the trader in exchange for whiskey, tobacco, gunpowder, looking glasses..." James 
Hall, Sketches of History, Life, and Manners, in the West Vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Harrison Hall, 1835), 
112. Though a number of early historians tempered their language to a greater extent than Hall, 
the general sentiment that Indians were indolent—except in war—or that they failed to 
understand the value of goods and money remained largely intact until the second half of the 
twentieth century. Mauss, The Gift, 65. 

19 For discussions of how material goods and power became increasingly intertwined within 
Native societies of the era see, Saunt, A New Order of Things, and, O'Brien, Choctaws in a 
Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830. For the purposes of this chapter, the reasons behind Native 
diplomatic demands are tangential to the issue of their economic significance for non-natives.  
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 Across North America gift giving occupied a central place within the diplomacy 

required to form an alliance between parties. Almost all Native polities, including those 

residing within the Lower Valley, refused to cede land to or even condone trade with 

non-allied groups. Accordingly, Euro-American leaders learned not only to create 

alliances with Indians, but also to maintain these ties by repeatedly offering proper 

words, actions, and gifts. Between 1763 and 1803 most diplomatic exchanges involving 

Choctaws and Chickasaws and Euro-Americans in this region proved decidedly 

lopsided affairs. These Native nations rarely reciprocated by giving non-native allies 

valuable actions, things, or land. Rather, they accepted material goods and promised 

inaction in return— not killing or robbing belligerent traders, not attacking Euro-

American travelers, not stealing horses or other livestock, not allying with Euro-

American enemies, and not accepting runaway slaves into their communities.20  

                                                        

20 The literature on Native diplomacy is vast, but it is generally agreed upon that in most cases 
Native societies required that strangers become fictive kin, or at least allies before trade or 
diplomacy could take place. Most often, Euro-Americans established such ties by distributing 
goods to Indians and by participating in the proper rites¾ sometimes including marriage to 
Native women. For a few examples that discuss the role of gifts/payments to conducting 
diplomacy with Native peoples see: White, The Middle Ground, Robert Michael Morrissey, Empire 
by Collaboration: Indians, Colonists, and Governments in Colonial Illinois Country (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), and, DuVal, The Native Ground. At a 1765 congress in 
Mobile, the British did secure a sizeable grant of land from Choctaws. However, in the opinion of 
most Choctaw leaders, they were not providing the British with freehold title, but rather with 
shared land use rights. Further, much of the land in question had already been granted under 
similar terms to the French. One could argue that this made the transaction a savvy maneuver to 
traffic the same lands twice. For a detailed analysis of the congress and land transfer see, Patricia 
Galloway, "'So Many Little Republics:' British Negotiations with the Choctaw Confederacy, 1765, 
" in, Practicing Ethnohistory, 311-335. The Spanish expended significant time, effort, and money to 
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 Traders and merchants in the Lower Valley benefitted indirectly from Native 

demands as their governments bore enormous expenses to turn strangers into allies. 

Though individual towns or small groups of Indians within the Lower Valley sometimes 

countenanced illicit commerce with non-allied persons who brought in needed goods, 

such trade proved a risky proposition for the health and bottom lines of traders. Indians 

might attack these non-allied traders to display their loyalty to a rival empire. 

Additionally, Indian customers might attack or steal from traders if they felt an 

exchange was not conducted properly, knowing that isolated and unlicensed traders 

were unlikely to convince Euro-American leaders to push for Native compensation for 

these actions. In short, by allowing the empire to do the heavy diplomatic lifting 

required before trade with Indians could take place, non-native merchants and traders 

reduced their total operating costs.  

 Choctaw and Chickasaw leaders also expected to be fed, housed, and given 

tokens of appreciation when visiting Euro-American towns, cities, forts, and other 

outposts. As individual demands accrued, the costs of diplomacy often increased 

rapidly, as when in 1769 Alejandro O'Reilly, the governor of Spanish Louisiana told the 

commandant of the Arkansas Post [located on the Arkansas River near its exit into the 

                                                        

 

secure small land grants from Indians in the early 1790s. For a description of these efforts see, 
Charles A. Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground the Diplomacy of Natchez, Boukfouka, Nogales, and San 
Fernando De Las Barrancas, 1791-1795 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2005). 
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Mississippi River] to stop distributing small gifts to Indians every time that they 

appeared. Chickasaws likely made up some of the Indians who appeared at the 

Arkansas Post. Chickasaw leader Payamataha visited the post in 1770 receiving food, 

payments of gifts, and a Spanish medal. Letters written seven years later by François 

Desmazellières, the commandant of the post reveal the futility of O'Reilly's instructions. 

Throughout 1776 Desmazellières noted giving out vermillion, aguardiente, cloth, 

gunpowder, bullets, and other items.21  

 In certain instances non-native subjects clearly used imperial coffers to entice 

Indians to visit Euro-American towns and outposts, which stimulated trade and lowered 

transportation costs for merchants and traders. Such was the case in 1769 when the 

Spanish governor of Louisiana shut down a fort on the Iberville River in part because 

local residents kept inviting Choctaws to visit, knowing that the fort's commander 

would be obliged to provide these Indians with gifts. British leaders attempted to reign 

                                                        

21 Receipts for food and drink for Indians litter the records produced by Euro-American officials 
of the Lower Valley. For two examples see, "Johnstone to Secretary, September 25, 1764," 
CO5/574, Part 1, fol., 53, BNA. Johnstone purchased 12 puncheons of rum, at a cost of £184 for the 
Indians of West Florida. For the cost of the rum see, fol., 57. See also the lament of Charles Stuart 
about the "number of visitors [Indians] that come with little or no cause that must receive some 
small gratification." "Abstract of a letter from Charles Stuart esq. dated Mobile, 26 August 1770 to 
John Stuart...," CO5/72, fol., 89, BNA. DuVal, The Native Ground, 132-133. The governor of 
Louisiana, Baron de Carondelet also complained that "there is not a single week" that Native 
leaders did not appear at New Orleans expected to be fed and entertained. "Carondelet to Don 
Luis de las Cases, January 18, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 1 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal 
Archives in Louisiana, 1937-38), 23. Kathleen DuVal, Independence Lost: Lives on the Edge of the 
American Revolution (New York: Random House, 2015), 20-21. "[Extracts of letters...] January to 
June 1776," AGI/PC leg. 107, fols., 59-69. 
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in these kinds of costs by capping contingent expenses for Indian affairs in the Southern 

Department (covering roughly the Carolinas, East and West Florida, and Georgia) at 

£3,000 per annum. Like the Spanish, they regularly failed to finish the year on budget.22  

 While such visitations proved a constant but small drain on Euro-American 

treasures, the formal diplomacy of congresses, treaties, and annual meetings, often 

resulted in significant transfers of resources to Native peoples. Prior to the outbreak of 

the American Revolution, Choctaws and Chickasaws made some diplomatic overtures 

towards the Spanish, but in general they allied with the British. The Spanish newcomers 

to the region appeared weak and impoverished to their own subjects, and likely to 

Choctaws and Chickasaws as well. The British however, proved capable of providing 

many of the resources necessary to feed, clothe, and defend Choctaw and Chickasaw 

populations. For instance, at nearly the same time that Farmar landed in Mobile in 1763 

to confront constant demands for food, John Stuart, the British Superintendent of Indian 

affairs in the Southern Department was doling out hundreds of hatches, saddles, bridles, 

strouds, shirts, and other items to Choctaw and Chickasaw leaders meeting with him at 

a congress in Augusta Georgia. At this congress the British also distributed 352 guns, 

                                                        

22 "O"Reilly to Arriaga, December 29, 1769," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-
1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 146; "John Stuart, September 15, 1768," CO5/69, fols., 258-259, BNA. For a 
breakdown of these expenses see, "John Stuart to Thomas Gage, September 25, 1769," Thomas 
Gage Papers, Vol. 87, The Clements Library, The University of Michigan. 
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2,000 pounds of gunpowder, 3,000 pounds of bullets, and 10,000 gunflints to visiting 

Choctaws, and provided similarly for Chickasaws attendance.23  

 Two years later Stuart held another congress with Choctaws in Mobile. The 

congress provided the British with lands previously used by the French, along with 

some additional territory, but did not come cheap. Two documents crafted or 

commissioned by Stuart clearly bear out this point. The first is a ledger of payments 

labelled as "distributed to the Choctaw, Chickasaw & other small nations contiguous to 

West Florida... May 1st 1764 to May 1st 1765." Included in this list are 779 guns and 

almost 10,000 bullets that Stuart and his agents handed out to Choctaws, Chickasaws, 

and other Lower Valley Indians over this twelve-month period. During these twelve 

months the British also supplied tens of thousands of other items to Choctaws, 

Chickasaws, and others, including 1,966 shirts, 1,702 pipes, and more than 18,000 gun 

flints. The second document records the food provided by the British to Choctaws 

attending the 1765 congress. At that congress the British supplied 138,374 free meals.24  

                                                        

23 Annual gifts provided by the Spanish to Choctaws in 1771 were quite modest. For instance, 
their annual total included just 2 guns. "Libro de los regalos que se debe hacer annualmente a las 
Naciones de Indios, May 9, 1771," in, Mississippi Provincial Archives, Spanish Dominion, Volume I 
[microform, reel 1] (Jackson, MS: Mississippi Department of Archives and History, [1906]), 46. 
"Distribution of Presents to the Indians at the Congress, Fort Augusta 19th November 1763," 
CO5/65, part II, fol., 74, BNA. While the Chickasaws received smaller numbers of these goods 
than did Choctaws, the Chickasaw nation was also much less populous than the Choctaw nation. 

24 For an account of the congress see, "Chactaw Congress," in, MPAED, 215-255. For an analysis of 
this diplomacy and land cession see, Galloway, "'So Many Little Republics:' British Negotiations 
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 For several years afterwards the British avoided holding a major meeting with 

Choctaws and Chickasaws. Possibly, the bill of at least £18,770 New York currency 

(roughly £10,000 sterling) for negotiations in 1764-1765 gave imperial officials pause. 

However, these nations eventually forced the British to hold another congress in Mobile 

in 1771. Officials recorded the names of 732 individual Choctaw leaders who attended 

the congress. All of them received something from the British while at Mobile. The more 

than 60 gorget chiefs at the congress were given the following: 

1 gorget 
1 scarlet suit  
1 gun 
1 shirt 
1 knife 
1 hatchet 
1 axe 
1 hoe 
1/4 lb vermillion 
1 flap 
1 pair boots 
1 stroud blanket 

                                                        

 

with the Choctaw Confederacy, 1765, " in, Galloway, Practicing Ethnohistory, 311-335. The 
boundaries of this cession are complex and difficult to trace exactly. Historian Clarence Carter 
described the cession as containing roughly "the area comprehended by Mobile Bay, Tombigbee 
River, west along the Bucktanne River to the Pascagoula River; down that river to within twelve 
leagues of the sea and as far west as the Choctaw had a right to grant." Clarence E. Carter, "The 
Beginning of British West Florida," The Mississippi Valley Historical Review, Vol. IV, No. 3 
(December 1917): 337 (fn. 105). John Stuart also paid for slave labor during this congress, though 
the work performed by these slaves is not clear. "Receipt of John Stuart, June 8, 1765," CO5/72, 
fol., 55, BNA. "A general account of presents distributed to the Chactaw, Chickasaw & other 
small nations contiguous to West Florida on May 1st 1764 to May 1st 1765..." CO323/23 [oversized 
folder], BNA; "An Account of the Number of Villages..., 1766," CO323/23 Vol. 2, fol. 292, BNA. 
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1 fire steel 
1 gun worm 
1 hat 
1 great coat 
1 looking glass 
1 pair shoes 
1 pair stockings.25  
 
 Seventeen small medal chiefs also attended the congress in 1771. In addition to 

the same items received by gorget chiefs, these small medal chiefs received the following 

additional goods: 

6 lbs powder 
12 lbs ball 
18 flints 
1 cutteau knife 
1 pair buckles 
6 lb salt 
1 kettle 
1 duffle black  
1 awl 
1 tin kettle.26 
 
 The British also presented these small medal chiefs with goods for their wives, 

which included: 

3 1/2 yards calico 

                                                        

25 "A List of Towns in the Choctaw with the Names of the Indians in Each Town Receiving 
Presents at the Congress, 1771 & 1772," CO5/73, fols. 330-383 [this list appears on fol., 382], BNA. 
The number of 732 should be taken as an approximation as some names appear multiple times. 
Some of these names may represent titles occupied by multiple men, or they may denote a single 
leader representing more than one town or village. 

26 "A List of Towns in the Choctaw with the Names of the Indians in Each Town Receiving 
Presents at the Congress, 1771 & 1772," CO5/73, fol., 381, BNA. 
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3 yards striped flannel 
2 yards ribbon 
1 pair scissors 
12 needles 
1 flap 
1 oz thread 
1 blanket 
2 yards gartering 
2 yards caddice  
1 bunch barley corn beads.27 
 
 The nine great medal chiefs in attendance received an even larger set of items. 

They received everything given to small medal chiefs plus the following additions: 

1 laced hat 
1 saddle 
1 hoe 
1 pipe tomahawk  
1 cutteau knife 
1 fire steel 
1 awl 
1 gun screw 
1 bunch barley corn beads 
1/2 pound common beads 
1 pair ribbon 
1 shag end blanket 
1 pound of powder 
3 pounds of ball 
1 quarter pound of vermillion 
4 pounds of salt 
1 small trunk.28 
 

                                                        

27 Ibid. 

28 Ibid. 
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 The wives of the great medal chiefs received the same amount of goods as did 

the wives of small medal chiefs, but with the following additions: 

12 needles 
1 oz thread 
3 yards linen 
1 blanket 
2 yards caddice 
2 yards gartering.29 
 
 In total the British disbursed more than 400 guns to Native leaders and their 

followers at Mobile. Accompanying these weapons were sizeable distributions of 

powder, ball, flints, and replacement parts for guns. Hunters and Choctaw women also 

received shirts, blankets, shoes, awls, buttons, scissors, mirrors, combs, hoes, saddles, 

belts, brass wire, and other manufactured items.30  

 Euro-American leaders in the lower Mississippi Valley soon learned that such 

congresses did not satisfy Native demands indefinitely, but merely stood out as more 

expensive and more labor intensive than most diplomatic encounters. During the French 

possession of Louisiana, Native allies came to expect annual diplomatic payments. 

Though the British did not formally adopt a system of annual meetings, they did 

appropriate funds for annual diplomatic gifts for Indians of the Lower Valley. John 

Stuart's 1767 estimate for these payments to southern Indians totaled 250 guns, 7,000 

                                                        

29 Ibid. 

30 "A List of Towns in the Choctaw with the Names of the Indians in Each Town Receiving 
Presents at the Congress, 1771 & 1772," CO5/73, fols., 330-382, BNA. 
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bullets, and 3,500 weight of gunpowder for the entire Southern Department. A 1764 list 

of British goods intended for the Indians of West Florida records some of the other types 

of goods disbursed regularly to Choctaws and Chickasaws. The British included more 

than 65 kinds of items ranging from decorative items like arm plates, fowling guns, and 

fancy "tinsel laced hats," to utilitarian items like felling axes and broad hoes that 

supported Native agriculture. Choctaw and Chickasaw leaders who braved a trip to 

New Orleans could also secure a limited supply of goods from the Spanish as well.  

We can learn or at least infer much from the variety and volume of goods received by 

Choctaws and Chickasaws during these exchanges.31  

 The impressive ability of these nations to obtain huge outlays of food and goods, 

reinforces a growing body of scholarship that emphasizes the power and sophistication 

of Native peoples. The hundreds of guns, thousands of pounds of powder and shot, tens 

                                                        

31 For several examples of these annual expenses see, "Estimate of presents and provisions 
annually necessary for the Southern Department of Indian affairs exclusive of general meetings 
and congresses, [1767]," CO5/68, fols., 128, BNA, and, "Estimate of the ordinary annual expense of 
a deputy to superintend the affairs of the Indian nations on the Mississippi Lakes Pontchartrain 
and Maurepas, December 2, 1770," CO5/72, Part 1, fol. 103, BNA. This last estimate is notable for 
its cost of £602, given that very small Native population of this region. "Distribution of Presents 
contained in the annexed Estimate, [1767]," CO5/68, fol. 129, BNA. "An assortment of goods 
proper for Indian presents for West Florida, January 29, 1764," CO5/574, Part 1, fols., 9-11, BNA. 
The Spanish distributed goods worth 64 pesos to Choctaws visiting New Orleans in October of 
1769. Such small transactions occurred intermittently for more than a decade after the Spanish 
entrance to the valley. However, the Spanish did not conduct major diplomacy with either 
Choctaws or Chickasaws until the outbreak of war during the American Revolution. See, 
"Statement of payment for Indian presents, January 9, 1770," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the 
Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 154-155. A Spanish itemization of goods intended for 
Indians coming to posts in the Illinois country mirrors the makeup of British lists. "Relacion de 
los efectos para el regalo annual..., January 23, 1787," ACI/PC leg. 118, fol., 836. 
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of thousands of gun flints, as well as the many knives, saddles, and scissors distributed 

to Choctaws and Chickasaws fundamentally altered the economy of the Lower Valley. 

Given that Spain and Britain remained at peace throughout these initial British 

congresses, these specific manufactured goods served Chickasaw and Choctaw hunters 

and wives, not Euro-American war efforts. Choctaw and Chickasaw hunters used guns 

provided by Euro-Americans to shoot deer. Meanwhile, their wives used knives, 

scissors, and saddles to process and transport deer skins. In essence, Choctaws and 

Chickasaws used diplomacy to subsidize private endeavors.32  

 In addition to subsidizing Native producers, diplomacy also worked towards 

stabilizing the skins trade by ameliorating some of the effects of natural and man-made 

crises. For instance, when crops failed Indian communities often looked to Euro-

American allies for assistance. Writing from Pensacola in the summer of 1778 John 

Stuart noted that because of "the failure of two years crops... I have never been a week 

without large visiting parties who from their necessitous demands of presents & 

provisions have accumulated my expenses to a far superior degree than what could be 

wished or expected." Surviving records, though far from robust, suggest that the skins 

trade continued on at a reduced scale during times of famine. Transactions conducted by 

                                                        

32 Admittedly, even taken together, Euro-American payments of guns, powder, knives, and other 
goods did not provide the Indians of the Lower Valley with all of the tools they needed to 
procure and process skins. However, they did provide some, for hundreds of hunters and their 
wives, reducing the overall cost of business for these Native producers.  
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John Fitzpatrick, a British trader at Manchac involved fewer native-produced skins 

beginning in 1777 after war and multiple crop failures struck West Florida. However, his 

trade in animal skins did continue.33  

 Trade of course brought its own dangers to Indians, most notably through the 

sale of land and the introduction of massive amounts of liquor into Native societies. 

Fortunately for Choctaws and Chickasaws, the appropriation of their lands through sale 

or theft did not become an existential threat until after the sale of Louisiana to the 

United States in 1803. The physical, social, and economic destruction brought by alcohol 

proved far more perilous during this period and is frequently mentioned by historians. 

Richard White claims matter-of-factly that the "Choctaws, quite simply, hunted for 

                                                        

33 "John Stuart to Germain, August 10, 1778," CO5/79, fol. 191, BNA. Fabel, The Economy of British 
West Florida, 1763-1783, 56-58. A perusal of Fitzpatrick's letterbooks does make clear that 
Fitzpatrick wanted to shift his efforts away from the skins trade prior to this period of famine. 
Fitzpatrick found it difficult to recover debts from some Indian traders, and often thought the 
price of skins and their transportation too high. Any cited drop in deerskin volume using him as 
evidence may overstate the overall drop in deerskins production during the period in question. 
For instance, a frustrated Fitzpatrick stated that, "I am determined never to receive another 
[deerskin]; if there is anything else to be got for the debt." "Fitzpatrick to Peter Swanson, August 
12, 1775," in, Dalrymple, ed., The Merchant of Manchac, 195. It is unclear how severely these crops 
failures struck Choctaws and Chickasaws. British officials mentioned food scarcity among the 
Creeks several times in 1777. See, White, The Roots of Dependency, 29, 98, "Extract of a letter from 
Mr. Taitt Deputy in the Creek nation to the Superintendent dated Little Tallassie 3rd August 
1777," CO5/78, fol., 210, BNA, and "John Stuart to Lord George Germain, June, 14, 1777," CO5/78, 
fol., 145, BNA.  
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liquor," and accepts as accurate British Indian agent Charles Stuart's claim that "liquor 

comprised 80 percent of the Choctaw trade."34  

 However, there are reasons to doubt the pessimistic assessments of Stuart and 

White. First, British officials in West Florida regularly engaged in bouts of extreme 

hyperbole. The myriad plots, intrigues, controversies and political fights that involved 

the leaders of the colony produced reams of wildly-inaccurate and self-serving 

exaggerations and lies. Second, as scholar Stephen Van Hoak notes, Indian claims of 

suffering due to alcohol need to be evaluated in the context of Native rhetorical 

traditions. Native speakers often feigned weakness and dependence as a strategy to 

goad allies into providing support. Third, the continued strength of Choctaws and 

Chickasaws contradicts the claims of Native and British leaders regarding the plague of 

alcohol. Choctaws and Chickasaws remained formidable military adversaries with a 

growing population. They forced considerable diplomatic concessions from of their 

Euro-American allies throughout the eighteenth century and continued to produce large 

numbers of deerskins during this period. Were Choctaws and Chickasaws merely 

                                                        

34 The documentary record is littered with complaints by both Euro-Americans and Indians about 
the traffic in liquor in this time and place. Though historians regularly cite these sources as 
evidence of the pernicious effects of alcohol within Native societies, relatively little scholarship 
focuses intensively on the topic. For one important work that does, see, Peter C. Mancall, Deadly 
Medicine: Indians and Alcohol in Early America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995). White, The 
Roots of Dependency, 84-85. For Stuart's estimate see, "[Abstract of letter] Charles Stuart to John 
Stuart, August 26, 1770," CO5/72, part 1, fols., 89-91, BNA. It should also be noted that Stuart's 
claim pertains to a single twelve-month period. It is possible that Stuart composed his letter in 
response to an uncharacteristically-severe short-term crisis.  
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peoples who hunted to drink, it seems unlikely that they could have grown their 

populations and also retained their military, diplomatic, and economic power. Fourth, as 

was the case with famine, Indians succeeded in convincing their Euro-American allies to 

try to address the problems caused by alcohol.35  

 In 1767 the West Florida Council introduced a bill to allow local government 

officials in Mobile to temporarily prohibit the sale of liquor to Indians in the area if they 

perceived such sales to constitute a danger to British residents. Indian agents like John 

Stuart and John Thomas also regularly discussed the problem and proposed possible 

remedies. While their efforts were hardly unqualified successes, things could have been 

much worse. Until 1803 Native peoples of the Lower Valley did prevent Euro-American 

officials from openly embracing the use of alcohol to kill or dispossess them. One final 

consideration on the effects of liquor is that mass consumption might just as easily serve 

as evidence for Choctaw and Chickasaw affluence as for poverty. The ability to purchase 

an unnecessary luxury¾regardless of the long-term effects of consumption of 

alcohol¾testifies to the continued economic clout of Native consumers.36 

                                                        

35 Van Hoak, "Untangling the Roots of Dependency: Choctaw Economics, 1700-1860," 115. 

36 "An act empowering the magistrates and freeholders of Charlotte County occasionally to 
prohibit the selling of rum or other strong liquors to the Indians (June 6, 1767)," in, Rea and 
Howard, eds., The Minutes, Journals, and Acts of the General Assembly of British West Florida, 347-
348. Gov. Johnstone desired a prohibition on liquor sales during the 1765 congress. 
"Proclamation, May 18, 1765," CO5/574, Vol. 3, fol., 396, BNA. John Thomas and John Stuart both 
expressed concern over the rum trade on multiple occasions. For two examples see, "John 
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 Just as Indians looked to the empire for assistance during times of scarcity, non-

native traders in the lower Mississippi Valley frequently relied on their own 

governments to protect them from ruin. In addition to petitioning officials for 

reimbursement for lands or goods lost during wars, many traders went so far as to rely 

on the empire to pay for the consequences of their unscrupulous transactions with 

Native customers. The list of abuses committed by traders was legion, but sharp deals 

transacted with intoxicated Indian customers or trafficking in defective merchandise 

were among the most common. Traders who operated within Native towns and 

territories risked the loss of life and limb during such transactions, but most got away 

with these tricks.  

 Rather than take the time and effort to bring individual traders to justice, and 

risk the discontinuance of trade altogether, many Native customers simply passed the 

bill along to Euro-American officials during the course of diplomatic negotiations. 

Thomas Gage noted the practice, lamenting that traders, in their efforts to make 

temporary profits, gave little thought "for the misfortunes they bring upon themselves." 

Gage noted that traders and individual state governments chose to "let those articles of 

expense [related to conciliating wronged Native peoples] rest on Great Britain." Writing 

of conditions farther north in the Illinois country, Gage expressed these beliefs even 
                                                        

 

Thomas to John Stuart, [1772?]," CO5/579, fols., 63-67, BNA, and, "John Stuart to the Earl of 
Dartmouth, August 24, 1773," CO5/74, fol., 159, BNA. 
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more directly, claiming that "the traders appear to me to have leaned entirely upon the 

aid and support of government instead of exerting themselves." At times traders acted 

even more assertively in their dealings with Euro-American empires. After John 

Thomas, a British deputy superintendent of Indian affairs arrived in Manchac in the 

early 1770s he complained not only that he had to compensate Indians who had been 

taken advantage of by traders plying them with rum, but that several merchants went so 

far as to forcefully seize the King's barracks to use them as a storehouse for peltry.37  

 Euro-American officials in the Lower Valley frequently viewed the merchants 

and traders who provided British and Spanish diplomats with manufactured goods and 

food for Indians as preying on the coffers of the empire. Local entrepreneurs often 

operated from a position of strength, capitalizing on the lengthy delays in 

communication and transportation between the Lower Valley and Europe. When time-

sensitive or unforeseen diplomatic issues arose, Euro-American officials often had little 

choice but to purchase food and manufactures from local merchants who effectively¾if 

accidentally¾cornered the market. Accordingly, merchants often negotiated themselves 

generous terms and rates for services and goods relating to diplomacy with Native 

peoples. A letter written by John Stuart provides one example of how far local 

                                                        

37 "Thomas Gage to John Stuart, September 19, 1770," Thomas Gage Papers, Vol. 96, Clements 
Library, University of Michigan. "Thomas Gage to John Wilkins, December 2, 1770," Thomas 
Gage Papers, Vol. 98, Clements Library, University of Michigan. "John Thomas to John Stuart, 
[1772?]," CO5/579, fols., 63-67, BNA. CO5/73, BNA, is also littered with documents relating to 
disputes between residents of Manchac and the controversial John Thomas.  
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merchants pushed their luck with Euro-American officials. In his letter Stuart 

complained of being charged half a dollar per bottle for a wine he had purchased at 

another time for seven dollars per 12 dozen bottles. Stuart then described Mons. 

Monbereaut's charges for oil, vinegar, pepper, and salt as "ridiculously exorbitant." 

Stuart's evidence consisted of the fact that the merchant billed him for 80 gallons of 

"bears oil" that Stuart supposedly personally consumed over the course of a mere five 

weeks. Finally, Stuart noted the "sordid disposition" revealed by a merchant who 

charged the empire six dollars for a used wig that was provided to a Choctaw Indian.38  

 The sums involved in the business of providing goods for Euro-American 

officials conducting diplomacy with Indians were often substantial. William Ogilvy 

sought reimbursement of more than £4,700 sterling for rum, provisions, and goods 

supplied for Indians in West Florida in the late 1770s. Had Ogilvy secured a modest ten 

percent profit on this endeavor, well below most contemporary transactions of this type, 

the profits would have equaled 17 years of wages for a common laborer in London, and 

more than 30 years for a laborer in Edinburgh. This was not Ogilvy's first such 

transaction. In 1772, the Crown owed him £5,695 (New York currency) for goods 

shipped from Carolina or purchased in Mobile for the 1771 congress with Choctaws and 

                                                        

38 "Abstract of a letter from John Stuart esq. to his excellency General Gage dated 24 March 1767," 
CO5/72, fols., 77-79, BNA. Many officials described the high cost of obtaining necessary food and 
goods in the Lower Valley. Gov. Johnstone complained of "the dearness of all things in this part 
of the world being almost triple of that of any other of His Majesty's colonies on the continent of 
America." "Johnstone to the Earl of Hillsborough, June 11, 1765," CO5/574, part 2, fol., 197, BNA.  
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Chickasaws. Many other merchants sold British diplomats the provisions and supplies 

that were given to Choctaws and Chickasaws at the congress. The firm of John Falconer 

& Co. provided £613 of provisions for Indians visiting Pensacola, while Dougald 

Campbell received £4,116 in reimbursement for provisions. A host of other people 

received smaller payments, including Robert Ross who sold the government £81 worth 

of wine, and Catharine Battison who was paid £4.13.2 "for mending sundry visiting 

Indians' guns." Hosting large numbers of Choctaws and Chickasaws also meant work 

and wages for coopers, sailors, blacksmiths, and interpreters, though merchants clearly 

stood in the best position to make large profits from Indian diplomacy.39  

 Diplomatic gifts of food, guns, ammunition, and the tools necessary to process 

deerskins stimulated Native production. They may also have allowed non-native traders 

to concentrate on importing more profitable items like rum, jewelry, and clothing. James 

Grant, British governor of East Florida, wrote in 1764 that "the Indians know the Prices 

of Strouds, Blankets, Ammunition & Arms very well. The Traders have no great profit 

                                                        

39 "A general account of expenses incurred in the southern district of Indian affairs from the 1st of 
January 1775 to the 31st of December 1776...," CO5/78, fol. 86, BNA. For the wages of common 
laborers (18 pence per day in London and 10 pence per day in Edinburgh) see, Sylvia R. Frey, The 
British Soldier in America: A Social History of Military Life in the Revolutionary Period (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2012), 14. In this era £1 equaled 240 pence. "General account of 
expenses incurred by the congresses held in West Florida in the years 1771 & 1772 by John Stuart 
Esqr Superintendent of Indian Affairs," CO5/73, fol., 265, BNA. For some examples of wages paid 
to non-native residents see, "John Stuart expenses," Thomas Gage Papers, Account Books, Box 3, 
Book 12, The Clements Library, The University of Michigan. Stuart's account book lists payments 
to dozens of individuals over a six-year period, with a final total of £67,779. 
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upon those articles. Their principal advantage is upon Vermillion mixed up, Knives, 

scissors, Ear Rings and other Trifles." Savvy British traders surely tried to increase 

profits by selling more knives and scissors and fewer strouds and blankets, counting on 

the British empire to provide some of these latter items during diplomatic negotiations. 

During congresses and treaties, Creeks and Choctaws negotiated terms of trade on a 

number of items, agreeing to a set price¾paid in deerskins¾for these goods. It is 

possible that traders also tried to increase their profits by selling goods not listed on 

these tariff schedules. At the Mobile congress of 1765 the British and Choctaws and 

Chickasaws agreed to a rate schedule that included 35 types of goods. The document did 

include the items listed by Grant but is far from comprehensive. Mirrors, combs, hats, 

shoes, boots, needles, thread, do not appear. Other items, including hatchets, kettles, and 

saddles were agreed to be priced "according to quality" or to value. Most notably, this 

tariff did not include alcohol in any form, a curious good for which an increasing supply 

often led to increasing demand.40  

 Euro-American empires clearly expended a great amount of effort and money in 

order to satisfy Native allies. In so doing these governments kept the trade between their 

subjects and Indians open. Scholars generally agree that the North-American trade in 

deerskins declined in profitability and importance during the closing decades of the 

                                                        

40 "Letter by James Grant, December 1, 1764," CO323/20, fols., 87-90, BNA; "Rates of goods in 
Choctaw & Chickasaw nations, March 26, 1765," CO323/23, Vol. 1, fol., 176, BNA. 
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eighteenth century. Overhunting, dwindling European demand, and shrinking habitat 

combined to reduce profits for non-native traders and push Indian hunters into debt. 

These factors certainly affected Native hunters of the late eighteenth-century Lower 

Valley, primarily by forcing some to travel beyond traditional hunting grounds to 

harvest game. Though long-distance travel admittedly brought its own dangers and 

risks, the ability of Choctaws and Chickasaws to partially finance their business 

enterprises at the expense of empires did work towards keeping the trade in animal 

skins relatively vibrant within the lower Mississippi Valley.41  

 In 1764 British superintendent of Indian affairs John Stuart estimated the total 

annual harvest of the Southern district at 400,000 deerskins. Historian Kathryn Braund 

                                                        

41 Works that argue for declines in profits for Indians and non-native skins traders in the 
Southeast include Braund, Deerskins and Duffels, Saunt, A New Order of Things, and, White, The 
Roots of Dependency. The economic impact of diplomatic payments on Native economies is rarely 
given significant attention. Richard White argues that "Presents limited the amount of goods the 
nation [Choctaw] as a whole had to obtain through trade and thus also limited the number of 
deer that hunters had to kill." White's analysis posits a relatively static consumption level for 
Choctaw society, with the exception of rum, so that diplomatic payments are viewed as affecting 
labor rather than profitability or stability. White, The Roots of Dependency, 82. Works by Kathryn 
Braund, Claudio Saunt, and Robert Paulett highlight the importance of Indians as producers and 
consumers within more easterly frontier economies. Perhaps the most prolific producers of 
deerskins within the present-day United States, the Creeks leveraged hunting ability to obtain 
large quantities of European manufactures. In the process of turning from subsistence hunters to 
avid producers and consumers during the eighteenth century, Creek norms concerning 
governance, justice, and property shifted dramatically. Braund and Saunt focus their attention 
primarily on internal transformations within Creek society, while Paulett demonstrates how the 
importance of the skins trade forced British leaders and subjects to confront, and at times rely 
upon, non-European knowledge about, and conceptions of geography. See, Braund, Deerskins and 
Duffels, Saunt, A New Order of Things, and, Paulett, An Empire of Small Places: Mapping the 
Southeastern Anglo-Indian Trade, 1732-1795. 
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revises the estimate of this annual harvest significantly upwards to 1,000,000 deerskins. 

Though the populous Creek and Cherokee nations residing to the east of the Mississippi 

Valley produced many of these skins, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and small nations of the 

Lower Valley harvested economically significant amounts. British exports of deerskins 

coming out of Mobile, which likely contained a higher percentage of skins produced by 

Choctaws and Chickasaws than those coming out of Georgia and South Carolina, began 

as a trickle after the conclusion of the Seven Years' War. In the mid-1760s Governor 

Johnstone estimated the potential annual value of the Indian trade in West Florida at 

£60,000. By 1772 British merchants exported more than 200,000 pounds of native-

produced deerskins out of Mobile annually.42  

 The hundreds of thousands of animal skins and furs coming out of the lower 

Mississippi Valley produced value, but there is debate over the size and distribution of 

profits. Historian Claudio Saunt argues that Creek hunters "fared poorly in the trade," 

spending half of their annual income on the guns, shot, and powder needed to do their 
                                                        

42 Braund, Deerskins and Duffels, 70-71. For the price of undressed deerskins in West Florida see, 
"Appendix 2 Deerskin Prices, 1768-1778," in, Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 
212. "Governor Johnstone to John Pownall, October 31, 1764," in Dunbar Rowland, ed., Mississippi 
Provincial Archives, English Dominion, 1763-1766 (Nashville, TN: Brandon Printing Company, 
1911), 168. Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 1763-1783, 54-55. The figure of 200,000 
pounds of skins did not include the sizeable numbers of skins that made their way illicitly to 
Spanish Louisiana. The Spanish estimated the value of animal skins and furs coming out of the 
Missouri Valley and into Illinois country in 1775 (many of these making their way to Europe by 
way of New Orleans) as being equal to the value of 48,700 pounds of deerskins. "Nations of the 
Missouri, May 19, 1775," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 
228. That number increased to 55,800 pounds in 1777. "Report of Indians Traders..., November 28, 
1777," in, SRIM, 138-140. 
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jobs. Braund contends that non-native traders who plied their wares in Creek towns 

"could make a comfortable living," but that the main avenues for accruing wealth came 

from "the accumulation of land and slaves through investments and colonial land 

grants." Both scholars argue that merchants supplying goods to individual traders 

realized the largest outright profits.43    

 Unfortunately, documentation regarding the profitability of the skins trade in the 

Lower Valley is sparse and suggestive. Contemporary estimates varied wildly, but 

nearly all asserted that most non-native traders operated in the black. American traveler 

John Pope calculated that William Panton, whose large firm eventually came to possess 

a near monopoly throughout much of the Spanish Floridas, sold his goods at a markup 

of "about Five Hundred per Cent on their prime Cost" in the early 1790s. However, the 

firm's many petitions to the Spanish government for changes to trade regulations or for 

direct financial assistance due to alleged trade losses during the last decades of the 

eighteenth century directly contradict Pope's claim.44  

                                                        

43 Saunt, A New Order of Things, 223; Braund, Deerskins and Duffels, 98-99. Per Braund, figures 
provided by James Wright, colonial governor of Georgia come out to a modest profit of 18% for 
Indian traders in Savannah in the 1760s. For original numbers see, "A Sketch of the Trade... 
December 29, 1764," BNA CO323/20, fols. 80-81.  

44 The documentary evidence needed to establish the average income and profit or loss of traders 
with any degree of accuracy simply does not exist. Few non-native traders kept complete records. 
Several exceptions include the records of larger-scale merchants like John Fitzpatrick, Charles 
Gratiot, John Ross, and the firm of Panton, Leslie & Company. Fisher Dalrymple, ed., The 
Merchant of Manchac; Charles Gratiot and Warren Lynn Barnhart, "The Letterbooks of Charles 
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 Charles Gratiot, a merchant operating out of St. Louis claimed that the skins 

trade in that region made "a clear profit of at least 25 to 30 percent" even after taking 

taxes, shipping, and other costs into account. In 1767, John Stuart advised his superiors 

that if it became necessary to purchase goods for southern Indians in North America, 

rather than in England that prices would increase by 45 to 50 percent. Spanish lieutenant 

governor of Louisiana Zenon Trudeau traced the markup on goods as they made their 

way from London to the Illinois country, asserting that those who bought goods in 

Montreal paid a thirty to forty percent premium. When the same merchandise reached 

                                                        

 

Gratiot, Fur Trader the Nomadic Years, 1769-1797" (PhD dissertation, St. Louis University, 1971); 
William Dunbar, "William Dunbar Account Book, 1776-1847" [Account book likely belonged to 
John Ross], Southern Historical Collection, Manuscript Department, Library of the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Panton, Leslie & Company, John Leslie and Company, and John 
Forbes & Company. 1783. Papers of the Panton, Leslie & Company, 1783-1847 [microform 26 reels], 
University of West Florida Library University Archives and West Florida History Center. 
Unfortunately, the records of Fitzpatrick and Gratiot are not complete enough to confidently 
determine profit and loss, and the large and monopolistic firm of Panton, Leslie & Company 
records was highly unrepresentative of the average merchant or trader. Suggestive evidence of 
the era points at a wide range of profitability. One fragmentary document records losses claimed 
by British Indian traders (most operating among eastern Native nations) due to the Seven Years' 
War as ranging from £20 to £6511. "An account of the losses sustained..., [undated]," CO5/66, fol. 
118, BNA. John Fitzpatrick died a relatively wealthy man, but largely abandoned provisioning 
Indian traders in his later years so it is difficult to assert how much of his wealth stemmed from 
that business. An inventory of Fitzpatrick's estate can be found in, Carroll A. Hebert, ed., Archives 
of the Spanish Government of West Florida Vol. II (New Orleans, La.: Survey of Federal Archives, 
1937), 436-462. John Pope, A Tour through the Southern and Western Territories of the United States of 
North-America, the Spanish Dominions on the River Mississippi, and the Floridas, the Countries of the 
Creek Nations, and Many Uninhabited Parts (New York: Charles L. Woodward, 1888), 45. William S. 
Coker, and Thomas D. Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie 
& Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847 (Gainesville, FL; Pensacola: University Presses 
of Florida; University of West Florida Press, 1986). 
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Michilimackinac retailers tacked on an additional 30 to 40 percent. Trudeau believed 

that British merchants cleared a profit of 1.9 million livres on the skins trade in the 

Upper Mississippi Valley in the early 1790s. Though we lack reliable figures for the 

profitability of the skins trade in the Lower Valley, it seems reasonable to conclude that 

the trade, excepting cases involving natural disasters, man-made disasters, or poor 

business decisions, usually returned a profit. Moreover, though profit margins varied 

widely among traders and merchants, the process of procuring skins from Indians, 

importing goods demanded by Indians, and shipping skins produced by Indians clearly 

employed sizeable numbers of non-natives. Finally, despite the variability of these 

estimates about profitability, the thousands of pages of correspondence written by 

British, Spanish, and American officials of the era concerning the Indian trade attest to 

its economic importance.45  

                                                        

45 "Charles Gratiot to Amet Ronus, October 8, 1794," in, Gratiot , "The Letterbooks of Charles 
Gratiot, Fur Trader the Nomadic Years, 1769-1797," 311; "John Stuart to [Unknown], April [11?], 
1767," CO5/68, fol., 126, BNA; "Zenon Trudeau: Report on English Commerce with the Indians, 
May 18, 1793," in, Abraham Phineas Nasatir, Before Lewis and Clark: Documents Illustrating the 
History of the Missouri, 1785-1804, Vol. 1 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990), 177-179. 
Estimating the number of Euro-Americans who made a living by working in the skins trade of 
the Mississippi Valley is difficult. A 1766 census of traders and packhorsemen working in the 
Chickasaw nation lists 7 traders and 22 packhorsemen. "A list of traders and packhorsemen in the 
Chickasaw Nation, January 22, 1766," CO323/23, Part II, fol. 325, BNA. In 1778, the British 
gathered together 64 traders and packhorsemen working among Choctaws. "Return of Indians, 
Traders &c Encamped at the White Cliffs, Natchez 25th April 1778," CO5/79, fol. 162, BNA. A 
later letter mentions gathering either 50 or 90 [handwriting is difficult to read] traders and 10 
packhorses for the defense of British Natchez. "Report of the proceedings of Farquar Bethune 
Esqure Commisary of Indian affairs in the Choctaw Nation... 16th June 1778," CO5/79, fol. 207, 
BNA. A 1794 petition to the Spanish governor of Louisiana, was signed by 13 traders working in 
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 Though Indians and non-natives alike found ways to extract economic resources 

from Euro-American empires, not all imperial maneuvers benefitted Choctaws and 

Chickasaws. In the decade leading up to the American Revolution British officials 

worked successfully to exploit preexisting hostilities between Southeastern nations, 

particularly between Choctaws and Creeks, threatening the safety and prosperity of all 

of the region's residents in the process. British policies stemmed from the fact that they 

were surrounded, outnumbered, and outgunned. Accordingly, the British decided that 

the best way to protect their settlements and their traders from Indian attacks was to 

keep Native warriors busy killing one another. Historian Greg O'Brien contends that the 

British preference for controlling Southeastern Indians through trade rather than with 

diplomatic spending figured prominently in the Choctaw willingness to begin the war. 

As traders flooded into Choctaw towns individual hunters became able to supply 

themselves with trade goods that had earlier only been available to Choctaw leaders 

who received them during formal diplomatic meetings with French officials. Warfare 

                                                        

 

the Choctaw nation. "Traders of the Choctaw Nation to Gayoso de Lemos, [June, 1794]," in, 
Lawrence Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. III, Pt. II, The Post War 
Decade, 1782-1791 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1946), 310. At best, these lists 
recorded a sizeable fraction of those non-natives actually trading with Indians inside the 
territories of these two Native nations. It is probably safe to assume that at any given moment 
during the second half of the eighteenth century, several hundred non-natives were working 
directly with Indians of the Mississippi Valley. To get a sense of the amount of time and effort 
spent trying to control Euro-Americans who traded with Indians see the 20-volume set, Alden T. 
Vaughan, Early American Indian Documents: Treaties and Laws, 1607-1789 (Washington, D.C.: 
University Publications of America, 1979). 
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offered young men with the quickest path to power and prestige. Less able to ensure 

their status through the redistribution of trade goods to their followers, Choctaw chiefs 

tried to retain their political standing by leading war parties. However, it is important to 

contextualize these developments. O'Brien notes that Choctaws proved lukewarm in 

their commitment to war and sometimes used the British agenda to further their own 

economic activities. In several instances, Choctaws asked for the guns and ammunition 

necessary to attack the Creeks but then took these supplies and used them to hunt deer. 

Moreover, the numbers of deerskins produced within the greater Southeast increased 

during this same period, suggesting that British efforts to embroil the Choctaws in war 

both, exploited Choctaw desires, and resulted in little economic backlash for British 

traders.46  

 While plantation slavery eventually came to constitute the foundation of the 

economies of the Lower Valley, the trade with Indians remained vibrant until after the 

Louisiana Purchase. Besides the direct profits to be found in Lower Valley by exporting 

skins to Europe, the trade with Indians helped to sustain plantation agriculture. Without 

the Native demand for European manufactured goods fewer ships would have made 

the journey to Louisiana and West Florida, raising the cost of imported items for all the 

residents of the Lower Valley. By requesting food when attending congresses or visiting 
                                                        

46 Greg O'Brien, "Protecting the trade through war: Choctaw elites and British occupation of the 
Floridas," in, M. J. Daunton and Rick Halpern, eds., Empire and Others: British Encounters with 
Indigenous Peoples, 1600-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 149-166. 
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non-native towns Indians also created demand for the products of farms and 

plantations. The provisioning business provided farmers and plantation owners with 

opportunities to obtain specie or formal debt obligations backed by the state. In a region 

often short of hard money such access could prove a windfall in times of distress or at 

least help insure against calamity during credit crises.  

 In the years leading up the American Revolution Choctaws and Chickasaws 

successfully extracted valuable resources from Euro-American governments, 

particularly from the British empire, yet gave very little in return. Choctaws did cede 

lands to the British, but they did not grant absolute rights to the land in question. 

Furthermore, much of the territory question had already been ceded to the French. 

Similarly, while Choctaws acted in accordance with British wishes by engaging in a war 

against the Creeks, this conflict stemmed as much from Choctaw desires as from British 

instigation. Choctaw leaders and warriors used British weapons and resources to 

accomplish their own aims, sometimes to attack the Creeks, and sometimes to hunt for 

deerskins. During this period, rather than usher in death and dependence, empires 

brought resources to the Native peoples of the Lower Mississippi Valley. Diplomatic 

spending on Indians helped to stimulate and sustain the skins trade of West Florida and 

Louisiana. Imperial diplomacy with Choctaws and Chickasaws also provided 

opportunities for merchants, traders, and other non-native residents of the Lower Valley 

to directly profit. 
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Chapter 4: Surviving the Revolution, 1778-1783 

 In February of 1778 the dissolute younger brother of American financier Thomas 

Willing floated down the Mississippi River at the head of a group of Patriot 

sympathizers and plunderers, attacking British possessions and plantations in West 

Florida. James Willing proved an equal opportunity irritant, infuriating the victims of 

his looting and violence as well as his ostensible Spanish and American allies in New 

Orleans. Rumors flew in the wake of Willing's expedition. Some whispered that 2,000 

Americans were gathering for an attack that would drive the British from the 

Mississippi Valley. In reality fewer than 200 men took part in Willing's campaign. These 

men eventually evaporated away and the British captured Willing at sea during his 

attempt to retreat to the east coast.1  

 Willing's exploits rarely garner much attention, but they form part of the 

evidence of how Native power influenced the functioning of non-native militaries of the 

late eighteenth century Mississippi Valley. This chapter begins by providing a concise 

outline of the military campaigns that took place within the Mississippi Valley during 

the American Revolution. It then goes on to compare the military resources of residents 

                                                        

1 Willing started with about 30 men, but volunteers swelled his ranks to roughly 200. For 
overviews of the Willing expedition see, Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution, 
51-75, and, Caughey, Bernardo De Gálvez in Louisiana, 1776-1783, 102-134. For British accounts of 
the expedition see multiple documents in CO5/79, BNA, including, "Donald Campbell to [John 
Stuart?], March 5, 1778, CO5/79, fols., 91-92, BNA. Caughey, Bernardo De Gálvez in Louisiana, 1776-
1783, 132-133.  
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of the Lower Valley, arguing that non-native vulnerability and Native military power 

led to several outcomes. First, unlike many other North American Indians, Choctaws 

and Chickasaws avoided catastrophic losses of both population and land during the 

war. Second, Euro-American military leaders came to rely heavily on Native allies and 

paid for their support. This support replaced some of the income of Native hunters and 

non-native merchants and traders that was lost due to the interruptions in trade brought 

on by warfare. These payments helped to keep the trade in animal skins going during 

the war. The lack of non-native military power also increased the importance of militias. 

This development presented some free black men with opportunities to demonstrate 

their value to the government of Louisiana, as well as to build their own communities 

and forge economic relationships with influential Euro-Americans. The concluding 

pages of the chapter document the payments made by empires to Native allies and 

examines the effects of these payments on the economies of the region.2  

 Though the relationship between Britain and Spain had already significantly 

deteriorated by 1777, it was the upstart Americans who touched off the war in the Lower 

Valley. Leaving from Fort Pitt in January 1778 James Willing, a former resident of West 

Florida, set off to harass Loyalists. In the early months of 1778 Willing and a growing 

                                                        

2 Historian Kimberly Hanger makes a compelling argument that service in militias created 
opportunities for free black residents of Louisiana. Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places. This 
chapter contributes to this argument by demonstrating the importance of Native power and 
actions in making these black militia units necessary.  
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party of volunteers and vagabonds caught the British off guard, attacking Natchez and 

the nearby plantations of several Loyalists. Just as they had not expected Willing's raid, 

the British failed to anticipate the daring attacks led by American George Rogers Clark 

on their posts in the Illinois Country in the summer of 1778. Clark managed to float and 

march about 150 hardscrabble volunteers from Virginia and Pennsylvania to the Illinois 

Country where nominally British residents did not bother to make token resistance.3  

 Lieutenant Governor Henry Hamilton responded by marching down from 

Detroit. Hamilton took Vincennes back from the Americans before setting up winter 

quarters. Much like George Washington at Trenton, Clark conducted a surprise winter 

attack in February 1779, retaking Vincennes and capturing Hamilton. For the duration of 

the war, Clark and his officers worked to retain their gains with the meager resources 

they could cobble together. In 1780 the British tried to take the offensive to the Spanish 

Illinois country. Though they managed to raise a large Indian force in the north, the 

army proved unable to capture the young city of St. Louis.4 

                                                        

3 For Clark's 1778, summer campaign, see chapters six and seven of, James Alton James, The Life of 
George Rogers Clark (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928), and chapter seven of, William R. 
Nester, George Rogers Clark: "I Glory in War" (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2012). 

4 For Hamilton's capture and surrender of Vincennes, see chapter seven of, James, The Life of 
George Rogers Clark, and chapters nine through eleven of, Nester, George Rogers Clark: "I Glory in 
War." For Clark's self-aggrandizing account of his exploits see, "Clark to John Brown, [1791]," in 
George Rogers Clark, George Rogers Clark Papers 1771-1781, ed. James Alton James (Springfield, 
IL: Illinois State Historical Society, 1912), 208-302. For Hamilton's account, see, Ibid., "Report by 
Lieutenant-Governor Henry Hamilton on his Proceedings from November, 1776 to June, 1781," 
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 Louisiana's bold and energetic young governor, Bernardo de Gálvez covertly 

supported the campaigns of Willing and Clark. Then, after Spain's declaration of war 

against the British in the summer of 1779, Gálvez quickly turned his attention to 

capturing West Florida. By August Gálvez had made his way north with a small army 

towards Natchez. The Spanish easily took Manchac, Baton Rouge, and Natchez in the 

late summer and early fall. While the British did eventually succeed in fomenting a 

rebellion at Natchez, the Loyalists responsible for the effort remained in control for less 

than three months before Spain retook the town. The next major campaign by the 

Spanish was against Mobile in the opening months of 1780. After several weeks of siege 

the overmatched British defenders surrendered the city and its environs in March. 

Gálvez hoped to quickly follow up the capture of Mobile with a victory in Pensacola. 

Unfortunately for the Spanish, a hurricane struck the fleet as it sailed out of Havana in 

October of 1780. Undaunted, the Spanish regrouped and sent out another army against 

Pensacola in February 1781. Landing in mid-March the Spanish besieged the city, which 

eventually surrendered to Gálvez in early May. The victory marked the end of major 

                                                        

 

174-207. Estimates as to the size of the British force and its composition disagree. For descriptions 
of the British assault against St. Louis see, Thomas E. Chávez, Spain and the Independence of the 
United States: An Intrinsic Gift (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2002), 179-180, 
Caughey, Bernardo de Gálvez in Louisiana 1776-1783, 164-166, "Delavillebreuvre to Gálvez, June 24, 
1780," in Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 378-379, and, "Attack 
on St. Louis — report of the Intendant Navarro to the Senor Don Joseph de Galvez, dated August 
18, 1780 — De Leyba and others promoted," in, SRIM, 167-170. 
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military operations between non-native forces during the war and secured West Florida 

for the Spanish empire.5 

 The second chapter of this dissertation detailed how Native actions, often to the 

east of the Mississippi Valley, insulated Indians of the Lower Valley from existential 

threats posed by rapid American population growth and territorial expansion, while 

also curbing non-native travel to and settlement within the region. Though Louisiana 

and West Florida saw a steady growth in non-native population during the late 

eighteenth century, Indians remained in a dominant position militarily. Of the roughly 

one dozen Euro-American military conflicts that took place throughout the Mississippi 

Valley and Gulf Coast between 1768 and the end of the American Revolution, half 

involved 300 men or less. Spain did deploy more than 1,000 soldiers on three occasions, 

but only did so through the temporary deployment of troops from Cuba.  

 Coming in 1769 to quell a rebellion of French residents in New Orleans, Spanish 

general and governor Alejandro O'Reilly landed in the city with 2,056 men, including 

160 black militiamen, a force roughly twenty times larger than the one brought to 

Louisiana by its first governor. Gálvez used his unparalleled connections within the 

                                                        

5 For Gálvez's support of the Patriots, see chapters four and five of, Chávez, Spain and the 
Independence of the United States. For his martial efforts during the Revolutionary War, see, 
chapters eight through twelve of, Caughey, Bernardo de Gálvez in Louisiana 1776-1783, and, chapter 
five of, Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution, 119. For a description of the 
Loyalist rebellion at Natchez, see, chapter six of, Haynes, The Natchez District and the American 
Revolution, and chapter thirteen of Caughey, Bernardo de Gálvez in Louisiana 1776-1783.  
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empire to secure sizeable drafts of troops from Cuba during the American Revolution. 

Gálvez's distinction from other Spanish governors of Louisiana can be seen in a popular 

Spanish ditty of the time that regards the Gálvez family: 

 ¿Quién manda en este mundo? Who commands on this globe? 
 José, el primero   José, the first, 
 Matías, el segundo   Matías, the second, 
 y Bernardo, el tercero   and Bernardo, the third.6 
 
 In the campaign to take Manchac, Baton Rouge, and Natchez from the British in 

1779 Gálvez raised a force of more than 650 in New Orleans. Volunteers joined along the 

way swelling the force to more than 1,400 men. Gálvez's expedition against Mobile 

featured an army of more than 750. In the largest engagement of the Mississippi Valley 

and Gulf Coast during this era Gálvez gathered more than 3,500 soldiers and volunteers 

from Cuba and Louisiana for the successful siege of British Pensacola.7 

 Americans came to the Mississippi Valley during the Revolution hoping to evict 

the British, claim western lands, and guarantee future access to the Mississippi River. 

However, the underfunded and undermanned American army was too preoccupied 

                                                        

6 Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places, 118; "Bucareli to Arriaga, July 7, 1769," in, Kinnaird ed., 
Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 86-89. Governor Antonio de Ulloa arrived in 
Louisiana with 103 men, but disease and desertion quickly thinned the ranks to 79 men. Holmes, 
Honor and Fidelity, 13. Caughey, Bernardo de Gálvez in Louisiana 1776-1783, viii. 

7 Caughey, Bernardo de Gálvez in Louisiana 1776-1783, 153-154, 175, 206. Rumors that the Spanish 
force at Mobile consisted of 4,000 men, including "their militia mulattoes &c," reached Pensacola 
shortly after the successful attack. "John Chester to John Dalling, May 18, 1780, CO137/79, fols. 50-
51, BNA. Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places, 114.  
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with its own survival on the eastern seaboard to contribute significant resources to this 

venture. Both Clark and Willing led armies of less than 200 soldiers during their 

campaigns, which represented the only significant military operations conducted by 

Americans in the valley until the 1790s. Moreover, Willing's force disintegrated 

completely, and Clark's army quickly dwindled in size due to desertions that came as a 

result of a lack of food and funding.8 

 The British began the Revolutionary War with a scant military presence in the 

Mississippi Valley. Having abandoned all of their forts in the Illinois country, and most 

in West Florida by the time of the Revolution, they proved unprepared for attacks 

against their interests in the region. Accordingly, British efforts against their American 

and Spanish adversaries relied heavily on Native militaries and Loyalist volunteer 

forces. British Lieutenant Governor Henry Hamilton temporarily retook Vincennes by 

marching 175 non-native troops and 60 Indian allies from Detroit. Other "British" 

campaigns relied even more extensively on Indians and volunteers. The force of 950 men 

that came from Detroit to attack Spanish posts in the Illinois country in 1780 was 

composed mostly of Indians, along with a handful of Euro-American traders and 

                                                        

8 Major Joseph Bowman contemporary account asserted that the force consisted of "about 175 
men." Clark related that he left Redstone with "three companies and a considerable number of 
families and private adventurers." "Joseph Bowman to George Brinker, July 30, 1778," and, "Clark 
to John Brown, [1791]," in, Clark, George Rogers Clark Papers 1771-1781, 1926), 220, 615. This first 
volume of the George Rogers Clark Papers is littered with complaints by and about soldiers in 
regards to pay, rations, and clothing.  
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servants. This composite army pillaged Spanish farms and briefly besieged St. Louis 

before returning north. In the waning years of the war, James Colbert, a British trader 

who lived among and Chickasaws organized displaced Loyalists to counteract American 

and Spanish claims in the Mississippi Valley.9  

 Two other campaigns or the era involved non-native military forces coming to or 

setting out from the wider Mississippi Valley. Native allies forced the Spanish in the 

Illinois country to participate in a raid on the remote outpost of St. Joseph (located near 

present-day Niles Michigan) in 1781. Fewer than 150 Frenchmen and Spaniards joined 

60 Native warriors in this endeavor. Roughly 50-100 French volunteers on the American 

side of the river also engaged in a less successful raid led by a Monseiur De la Balme 

against the Miamis in 1780. A force of up to 500 Indians slaughtered De la Balme and 20-

30 of his men.10 

                                                        

9 Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution, 11; White, The Middle Ground, 353. 
Clark claimed that Hamilton's force consisted of "a Body of Six Hundred Men Composed of 
Regulars French Volunteers and Indians." "Clark to Patrick Henry, February 3, 1779," in, Clark, 
George Rogers Clark Papers 1771-1781, 97. 

The Spanish reported facing off against 1,200 men, including 900 Indians. "Attack on St. Louis — 
Report of the Intendant Navarro to the Señor Don Joseph de Galvez, Dated August 18, 1780...," in, 
SRIM, 67-169. 

10 Lawrence Kinnaird, "The Spanish Expedition against Fort St. Joseph in 1781, a New 
Interpretation," The Mississippi Valley Historical Review Vol. 19, no. 2 (September 1932): 173-191; 
"Cruzat to Gálvez, November 12, 1780," and, "Cruzat to Gálvez, November 21, 1780," Kinnaird 
ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 395-396, 400. For casualties see, 
"Geoffrey Linctot to George Slaughter, January 11, 1781," and, "Geoffrey Linctot to George 
Slaughter, January 13, 1781," in, Clark, George Rogers Clark Papers 1771-1781, 490-492. For more on 
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 With the exception of Spain's campaigns against British West Florida, Euro-

American military leaders rarely commanded armies of more than 200 men. Moreover, 

Spain's mobilization efforts in their campaign against British West Florida proved an 

exception rather than a rule about the empire's capabilities to field sizeable forces within 

the Mississippi Valley. Threatened with losing Louisiana before they ever really claimed 

it, Spain provided O'Reilly with the resources necessary to awe French dissidents. Later, 

the ambitious, energetic, and well-connected Gálvez used the threats and opportunities 

posed by a global war against the British to raise volunteers in Louisiana and to squeeze 

manpower out of Cuba. Only an existential threat to Louisiana or the chance to score a 

decisive victory over a bitter European rival galvanized leaders within the Spanish 

empire to devote sizeable resources to the valley.  

 The standing militaries of the valley were of course smaller than those raised 

during times of war. The repeated drubbings of British forces by Indians during the 

Seven Years' War and Pontiac's War helped to convince British leaders of the futility of 

trying to secure their possessions in the Mississippi Valley with forts. British 

Commander Thomas Gage asserted in 1764 that "No fort is a barrier to any province 

against a body of Indians, there is no particular pass through which they will be obliged 

                                                        

 

the De la Balme expedition see, Bradley J. Birzer, "French Imperial Remnants on the Middle 
Ground: The Strange Case of August De La Balme and Charles Beaubien," Journal of the Illinois 
State Historical Society Vol. 93, no. 2 (Summer, 2000): 135-154. 
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to go, as is the case of the march of regular armies in cultivated countries. Every part of 

the wilderness is a beaten road for them and forts can no more stop them than the trees." 

British leaders abandoned their costly outposts in the region, entrusting the defense of 

these territories to their civilian populations and to Native allies. Not counting soldiers 

stationed at Pensacola, the total defensive force protecting West Florida in 1771 stood at 

just 36 men. Possessing the populous and important city of New Orleans, Spain devoted 

more resources to its defense of Louisiana. The Spanish kept soldiers stationed at posts 

along the river from south of New Orleans to St. Louis. During the Revolutionary War 

the total number of Spanish troops in Louisiana fluctuated between 400 and 1,600 men.11  

 In comparison with the half-hearted—and less than half funded—non-native 

militaries of the valley some Indian nations possessed the capability to field substantial 

forces. The Spanish produced an estimate of Native populations within the northern 

regions of the valley in 1777. They estimated the Osage nations as containing between 

1,150 and 1,200 warriors. Neighbors to the Osages, the Missouris boasted 200 warriors. 
                                                        

11 British Colonel John Bradstreet came to the dismal opinion that "all attempts to get possession 
of the Illinois, with less than three thousand men, will fail." "Colonel Bradstreet's Thoughts on 
Indian Trade, necessary posts &c... In Mr. Sedgwicks's letter of 23 January 1765," CO323/20, fol. 
53, BNA. "Thomas Gage to Governor Wright, May 2, 1764," Thomas Gage Papers, Vol. 18, 
Clements Library, University of Michigan. Gage echoed these sentiments in 1769. After receiving 
numerous protests to the pullback of troops in West Florida, Gage admonished that "it is not in 
my power to erect fortresses that shall be able to resist the attacks of a powerful army." "Thomas 
Gage [to petitioners], October 30, 1769," Thomas Gage Papers, Vol. 88, Clements Library, 
University of Michigan. Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution, 11; "Return of 
His Majesty's Troops Quartered in West Florida, Pensacola March 10th, 1771," in, Dunbar 
Rowland, ed., Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society, Vol. V (Jackson, MS: Mississippi 
Historical Society, 1925), 36.; Holmes, Honor and Fidelity, 20-21. 
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Spanish officials reported more distant nations including the Kansas, Kickapoos, and 

Peorias and Kasaskias at 350, 300, and 100 warriors respectively. The Miamis, 

Delawares, and Shawnees were positioned within quick striking distance of the 

Mississippi Valley. British Indian superintendent William Johnson estimated the 

strength of these nations at 230, 500, and 300 warriors in 1763. In the Lower Valley 

Choctaws and Chickasaws boasted populations of 14,000 and 2,300 respectively in 1775. 

Using a rough population ratio of 3.5 people per warrior the number of Native soldiers 

that these nations could have fielded stood at just over 4,650. This figure accords with 

estimates provided by John Stuart in 1777. The Yazoos, Tonicas, Quapaws and other 

remaining nations of the Lower Valley and Central Mississippi Valley [roughly present-

day Louisiana and the Mississippi River coastline north to the Arkansas River] totaled 

3,700 people in 1775, or 1,050 warriors. These numbers do not include Native 

populations of the Louisiana Texas frontier or a number of the nations of the Ohio and 

Missouri River Valleys, all of whom possessed the capability to reach non-native 

settlements within the greater Mississippi Valley.12  

                                                        

12 "Report of the Indian tribes who receive presents at St. Louis, dated November 15, 1777," in, 
SRIM, 141-148; "Memorandum on Six Nations and Other Confederacies," in, William Johnson, 
The Papers of Sir William Johnson, Vol. IV (Albany, NY: The University of the State of New York, 
1925), 240-246; Peter Wood, "The Changing Population of the Colonial South," in Gregory A. 
Waselkov, et. al., Powhatan's Mantle Indians in the Colonial Southeast (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2006), 60-61, 95. An estimate of Choctaw population made in 1771 by Peter 
Chester, British governor of West Florida, possibly adding in the Chickasaws as well, asserted 
that the nation possessed three thousand men capable of bearing arms. "Chester to Stuart, 
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 Though it can be rightly argued that Euro-Americans wielded an outsized 

military power because of their access to artillery and their control of supplies of 

gunpowder and weapons, few Native militaries relied solely on a single provider for 

their firepower. Indians regularly played Euro-American empires against one another in 

order to obtain military stores, and few traders quibbled about the niceties of European 

diplomacy when Indian buyers brought in skins in exchange for weapons and 

ammunition. Furthermore, it took time and coordination to starve Native adversaries of 

weapons. The possibility always remained that Indians might take the offensive and 

deal a first and decisive stroke against outgunned Euro-American adversaries.  

 Estevan Miró, the acting governor of Spanish Louisiana estimated in 1782 that it 

would take more than 1,400 white soldiers and as many Native allies to subdue 

Chickasaws who had allowed Colbert and a band of British banditti to live among them. 

The reason he gave for his prediction was the Natchez War. Miró mistakenly believed 

that the French had campaigned "twice with about two thousand veteran soldiers and 

with a few Indians [sic] auxiliaries who accompanied them; nevertheless, they found it 

impossible to punish said savage Indians." Miró decided that it would be cheaper and 

more effective to "attempt to tranquilize those inhabitants with a kind treatment." Most 

                                                        

 

September 10, 1771," CO5/72, Part 2, fol. 354, BNA. For the figure of 3.5/1 total population per 
warrior see, Wood, "The Changing Population of the Colonial South," 96. "John Stuart to Lord 
Germain, June 14, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 145, BNA; "John Stuart to Brigadier General Augustin 
Prevost, July 14, 1777, CO5/78, fol., 206, BNA.  
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non-native leaders in the Lower Valley eventually came to realize that Indians 

represented both potent military threat and potential military asset. The Spanish and the 

British tried to use Native warriors to accomplish their own military objectives within 

the Mississippi Valley. The process of turning Native trading partners into actual 

military assets proved complicated and expensive, but military leaders possessed few 

viable alternatives when looking to bolster or project increased power.13  

 At the very beginning of their time in West Florida British officials relied on 

Choctaw and Chickasaw warriors. This kind of dependence on Choctaws and 

Chickasaws for assistance and protection continued throughout the American 

Revolution. British plans to retake their possessions in the Illinois country, following the 

successful campaign of George Rogers Clark, also featured Indians as key players. 

Whitehall ordered officials to deploy Indians of the Wabash River against the 

Americans, and advised Stuart to coordinate parties of Cherokees and Chickasaws to 

accompany these Indians in an attack.14  

 The possible reactions of Choctaws became a primary concern for Natchez's 

residents when Willing's Patriot raiding party appeared. Three of the eight terms of 

                                                        

13"Esteban Miró to Bernardo de Galbez [sic], June 5, 1782," in, SRIM, 214-218. Miró's high 
estimates of French troop numbers were likely an indication of his respect for the capability of 
Chickasaw armies. 

14 "Farmar to [no recipient given], December 16, 1765," CO5/67, fols., 33-35; "John Stuart to Lords 
Commissioners for Trade and Plantations, July 10, 1766," CO5/67, fols., 54-57; "Germain to Stuart, 
December 2, 1778," CO5/79, fols., 231-234, BNA.  
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surrender agreed upon by Willing and British residents pertained to Choctaws. One 

term stipulated that Willing reach out to Choctaws with a "talk and a belt" to convince 

the nation not to punish the townspeople for surrendering. Other terms required 

reciprocal gestures by leading townsmen who were to plead with Choctaws directly, 

and sending a request to the British governor of West Florida to implore Choctaws to 

spare the town from retribution. After Willing and his men left Natchez, residents 

requested that British governor Peter Chester send 100 troops to guard them from 

further violence. Chester declined, citing a shortage of manpower, leaving the defense of 

the city and its environs to militia forces and to Choctaws and Chickasaws. Officials at 

the highest levels of the British government explicitly spelled out a defensive plan in 

which Indians served as the capstone of military efforts to protect much of West Florida. 

Lord Germaine praised John Stuart for successfully brokering a peace between 

Choctaws and Creeks as he believed this development would give Choctaws the "liberty 

to defend the navigation of the Mississippi and the entrance into West Florida." Germain 

called this Native protection "a great advantage at this crisis."15 

 The extent of the British dependence on these Native nations can also be inferred 

from their acquiescence to Native shortcomings. Farquar Bethune, who worked with 

Choctaws hoped for the governor to send a party of rangers to protect Natchez. Bethune 
                                                        

15 "Natchez District... [Copy received by Stuart April 13, 1778]," CO5/79, fols., 89-90, BNA; 
Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution, 77-78; "Lord Germain to John Stuart, 
February 7, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 5, BNA.  
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complained that the Indians he traveled with to Natchez moved slowly, but asserted 

that "it is not in my power to hurry them lest I should disoblige them." The British also 

seemingly disregarded any Choctaw culpability for the success of Willing's raid. The 

British expected Choctaw warriors to keep watch on the Mississippi River to prevent 

just such an attack, but the group of Choctaws at Walnut Hills (present-day Vicksburg 

MS) returned home a few weeks before Willing's flotilla passed by. Rather than blame 

Choctaws, Whitehall scolded British officers for their "unpardonable negligence" in not 

watching "their nations." Officials in West Florida also excused the Choctaws' absence 

from the river. John Stuart explained that when the group of Choctaws left the river they 

"were to be replaced by a fresh party consisting of about fifty."16  

 British plantation owner William Dutton demonstrated perhaps the greatest 

deference to Choctaws during Willing's raid and its aftermath. In the spring of 1778 a 

group of Patriots attacked Dutton as he hosted several Choctaw visitors, killing one 

Choctaw man and forcing Dutton to flee. The surviving Choctaws assumed Dutton in 

cahoots with the attacking party and proceeded to burn down his house. Though Dutton 

claimed losses of $7,040 in the blaze, he defended his Choctaw guests, arguing that "I 

verily believe [they] never intended to hurt me or any loyal British subject." Throughout 

                                                        

16 "Bethune to Stuart, April 17, 1778," CO5/79, fol. 142, BNA; "John Stuart to Germain, May 2, 
1778," CO5/79, fols., 136-139, BNA; Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution, 61-62; 
"Germain to Stuart, July 1, 1778," CO5/79, fols., 109-111, BNA; "Stuart to Germain, March 5, 1778," 
CO5/79, fols., 112-115, BNA.  
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the aftermath of the Willing raid residents of the region and officials on both sides of the 

Atlantic trod gingerly around their Choctaw allies, blaming the failure at Natchez on 

bad luck or on themselves rather than on their Indian allies. Their deference to Choctaws 

suggests that the British realized that their principal military assets in West Florida 

consisted of ill-trained militia members and Indian allies.17 

 In their efforts to capture Spanish St. Louis during the Revolutionary War British 

leaders relied almost exclusively on Indians and on Indian traders. Spanish defenders 

estimated that the force of roughly 950 men besieging St. Louis contained only 29 

veteran British soldiers and 281 Euro-American volunteers. British Lieutenant governor 

Patrick Sinclair put Indian trader Emanuel Hesse and Sioux leader Wabasha in charge of 

operations and hoped to surprise the Spanish because of the "easy admission, of Indians 

at that place." Though the attack killed 22 Spanish subjects, including 7 slaves, the 

northern Indians who made up the bulk of the army refused to conduct a prolonged 

siege against a determined enemy using artillery. Instead, they plundered surrounding 

estates, took 70 people prisoner, and returned home.18  

                                                        

17 "Affidavit of William Dutton, May 1, 1778," CO5/79, fol. 148, BNA. During the first week of 
February 1778, Loyalist Hardy Perry struggled to convince Choctaws to remain at their post. 
"Perry to Bethune, February 4, 1778," CO5/79, fols., 116-117, BNA.  

18 "Attack on St. Louis—Report of the Intendant Navarro to the Señor Don Joseph de Galvez, 
Dated August 18, 1780...," in, SRIM, 167-169; "Sinclair to Haldimand, February 15, 1780;" "Sinclair 
to Haldimand, February 17, 1780," in Rueben G. Thwaites, ed., Collections of the State Historical 
Society of Wisconsin, Vol. XI (Madison, WI: Democrat Printing Company, 1888), 147-148. The 
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 Sinclair blamed British failure not on a general Native reluctance to conduct a 

European-style siege, but instead on the supposed "treachery of Mr. Calvé & the Sacks 

and Renards." In fact, Sinclair highlighted the bravery of Winnebago Indians who 

"without exception, attempted to storm it [the defenses of St. Louis] & lost a Chief & 

three men on the spot." Sinclair also passed along Winnebago intelligence of the 

"backwardness of the Canadians" to his superiors.19 

 During the course of the war the British also depended upon Native couriers to 

deliver vital information and military orders. Because all sides courted Native nations, 

Indian couriers were better able to pass through conflict zones and proved to be 

valuable assets. Such was the case when Farquar Bethune sent a message to Alexander 

Cameron in September 1780. Writing from Yazoo (likely West Yazoo) in the Choctaw 

Nation, Bethune told Cameron that Spanish agents were trying to have him murdered. 

Bethune explained his choice of a Native courier: 

                                                        

 

British claimed larger numbers killed and taken prisoner. See, Ibid., "Sinclair to Bolton, June 4, 
1780," 154. Reasons given by historians for the failure of the British attack are many. However, it 
is likely that Spanish Lieutenant governor Francisco de Leyba's frantic efforts to guard the city 
convinced British-allied Indians that the risks of a siege were not worth the rewards of success. 
For an extended account of the action, see, John Francis McDermott, "The Myth of the 'Imbecile 
Governor': Captain Fernando de Leyba and the Defense of St. Louis in 1780," in, John Francis 
McDermott, ed., The Spanish in the Mississippi Valley, 1762-1804 (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1974), 314-363.  

19 "Sinclair to Bolton, June 4, 1780," in, Thwaites, ed., Collections of the State Historical Society of 
Wisconsin, Vol. XI, 154. 
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 I send this Runner into you at the desire of the Chiefs who think as well as I do 
 that he is a safer express than a White man and every bitt as expeditious 
 especially as the disafected Indians threatens to Kill any Person they find 
 traveling alone. He is to be with you in six days. I begg he may be well rewarded 
 for his trouble as it will encourage him as well as others to be ready in any future 
 emergency.20 
 
 Individual Loyalists also depended upon the assistance of Chickasaws and 

Choctaws during the Revolutionary War. Many sought refuge from American and 

Spanish violence among these Native allies. As early as 1777 John Stuart advised his 

superiors that across the South the "Friends of government, instead of being able to 

protect or assist the Indians, are distressed, disarmed, and fleeing into every nation for 

protection." It is likely that several hundred Loyalists spent time among Chickasaws and 

                                                        

20 "Farquar Bethune to Alexander Cameron, September 4, 1780," CO5/82, fols., 97-99, BNA. On 
another occasion, British agent Farquar Bethune promised a Native letter carrier a gun and a shirt 
in return for services rendered. "Farquar Bethune to Charles Stuart, February 25, 1777," CO5/78, 
fols., 130-132, BNA. Some British allies took a more assertive stance in using the written word to 
advance the war effort. In the summer of 1779 several Chickasaw chiefs tried to use mass media 
to terrorize their enemies. After receiving a white belt from an Indian leader allied to the 
Americans, they told the rebels to "Take care that we don't serve you as we have served the 
French before with all their Indians, [and] send you back without your heads." "Copy of 
Chickasaw Talk to the Rebels, May 22, 1779," CO5/81 fols., 90-91, BNA. Signed with the marks of 
Mingo Momaw, Poymau Taupaw and Tuskaw Pautapau, the authors demanded that their 
threats be "printed in your News Papers that all your people may see it and know who it was 
from." Mingo Momaw, Poymau Taupaw and Tuskaw Pautapau later signed a letter proposing 
peace with the same people they had threatened with decapitation. The Chickasaws declared that 
hostilities with the Americans stemmed in part from not receiving previous correspondence. 
They wrote of hearing "by a Chickesaw fellow that has been some time among you that you have 
sent many letters to this Nation and you may think that we received them and despised your 
talks but be assured that none ever got here." "Message from the Chickasaw, July 9, 1782," in 
Clark, George Rogers Clark Papers 1781-1784, 73-75. Straightforward information also flowed out of 
the Native south. In the summer of 1781, British Col. Thomas Brown learned of the "truly 
distressing" situation at Natchez through "letters from the Indian nation." "Thomas Brown to 
[Unknown], August 9, 1781," CO5/82 fols., 252-256, BNA. 
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Choctaws during the war. Some British combatants in the battle for Pensacola found 

refuge with Indians rather than being taken prisoner. Farquar Bethune described his 

"truly pleasing" reception into Choctaw territory during which the nation "endeavored 

to show [him] every mark of attention and respect."21 

 British interests in the region ultimately came to hinge on Loyalist volunteers 

and on a daring leader with ties to the Chickasaw nation. James Colbert, a British Indian 

trader who married into Chickasaws and sometimes worked as an agent among his 

adoptive people, proved a staunch defender of British interests in the Mississippi Valley 

and Gulf Coast. In 1776 he helped transfer money between Alexander Cameron, a 

British Indian agent active among Choctaw, and John Stuart the British Commissioner 

for Indian Affairs in the South. Afterwards he was sent off on a series of half starts 

recruiting Chickasaw warriors. John Stuart proposed sending Colbert and his 

Chickasaw followers to reinforce Hamilton after he had retaken Vincennes. 

Unfortunately for the British, Hamilton had already been made a prisoner by the time 

Stuart sent the order. 22  

                                                        

21 "John Stuart to Lord Germain, January 23, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 77, BNA; "Farquar Bethune to 
Lieutenant General Leslie," January 19, 1782," CO5/82, fol., 292, BNA.  

22 Colbert was giving reports to British officials about Choctaws and Chickasaws as early as 1763. 
See, "Copy of Mr. Colberts Journal as enclosed in the Superintendent's Letter to the Governor Viz 
Augusta 13th July 1763," CO5/65, fol. 38, BNA. The British also tasked Colbert with encouraging 
conflict between Choctaws and Creeks in the mid-1760s. See, "Abstract of a letter from John 
McGillivray to Charles Stuart Esqr. Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs dated Mobile May 
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 Though Chickasaws preferred British goods and leaned towards supporting the 

empire, Colbert found little success convincing the nation or their Choctaw neighbors to 

spurn the diplomatic advances of the Spanish. After all, the Spanish seemed willing to 

pay them to do nothing. Colbert confirmed Hamilton's fate to his superiors, advised that 

Choctaws would accept gifts from all nations, and then described how 100 of them met 

with the Spanish. The low point came in the winter of 1779 when Colbert was appointed 

to assistant Farquar Bethune among the Choctaws, but could not function in this 

capacity because Bethune had already been arrested by the Spanish in New Orleans.23 

 Colbert began to take a more direct approach beginning in 1780. In the spring 

Colbert and his son Billy led a party of Loyalists¾and perhaps some Chickasaws as 

well¾against a small town just outside Spanish-held Mobile. Colbert's force was small 

but opportunistic. Colbert's men spied several Spanish soldiers loitering near a 
                                                        

 

10th 1766," CO5/67, fol. 29, BNA. John Stuart proposed sending Colbert with Chickasaw warriors 
to assist Hamilton in the Illinois country. See, "Charles Stuart to Germain, May 10, 1779," CO5/80, 
fols. 167-168, BNA. "Alexander Cameron to John Stuart, July 9, 1776," CO5/77, fols., 167-168, BNA; 
"John Stuart to Charles Stuart, March 2, 1778," CO5/79, fols., 118-119; "Charles Stuart to John 
Stuart, March 23, 1778," CO5/79, fols., 105-106, BNA; "John Stuart to John McGillivray, March 28, 
1778," CO5/79, fols., 85-86, BNA; "John Stuart to George Germain, May 6, 1779," CO5/80, fols., 
167-168, BNA.  

23 "James Colbert to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 25, 1779," CO5/81, fols., 92-93. 
Alexander Cameron and Charles Stuart were appointed as co-commissioners, but Colbert's letter 
was probably intended for Cameron, who had been named as commissioner to Choctaws and 
Chickasaws. "A Talk of from the Six Towns in the Choctaw Nation to Capt. James Colbert Acting 
Commissary the 19th November 1779," CO5/81, fols., 57-58, BNA; "James Colbert to Alexander 
Cameron, November 19, 1779," CO5/81, fols., 69-70, BNA; "Charles Stuart to Alexander Cameron, 
December 20, 1779," CO5/81, fols., 47-50, BNA.  
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guardhouse and took them prisoner. On his return to the Chickasaw nation with his 

spoils Colbert celebrated the success of other Chickasaw war parties that had taken nine 

scalps from enemies on the Mississippi River. Colbert then went on to serve in the failed 

defense of Pensacola. However, even as Colbert used all of the limited means at his 

disposal, his superiors damned him with faint praise. Cameron described him as "a man 

of resolution and influence among them but he is illiterate and very extravagant, and the 

present limitation of the Indian establishment will not afford to employ such men." 

Hamstrung by British economy and a military commander in Pensacola who did not 

value his Indian allies, Colbert and his associates failed to prevent a significant faction 

within the Choctaw nation from siding with the Spanish. At the same time, his 

Chickasaw allies provided the British with bad news about overtures of peace from the 

Americans and Spanish being received positively by Quapaws.24 

 Colbert kept up the fight long after most others had given up on the British. He 

gathered together displaced Loyalists, both white and black, who had fled into Indian 

country for protection and led them in assaults on American and Spanish people and 

                                                        

24 "[Extract of letter] James Colbert to [Unknown; likely Alexander Cameron], June 30, 1780," 
CO5/81, fols., 326-327, BNA. For Colbert's presence at the siege of Pensacola see, "Talk by 
Franchimastabé Great Medal Chief of the Choctaw Nation to Alexander Cameron Esqr his 
Majestys Superintendent - at Six Mile Creek the [1st?] of April 1781," CO5/82, fol., 210, BNA. For 
the capture of Spanish troops by Colbert and his sons see, "Extract of a Letter from Mr. James 
Colbert dated Chickasaw Nation 30th June 1780," CO5/81, fols., 326-327, BNA, and, Atkinson, 
Splendid Land, Splendid People, 118. "Alexander Cameron to George Germain, July 18, 1780," 
CO5/81, fols., 214-215, BNA; "Farquar Bethune to Alexander Cameron, September 4, 1780," 
CO5/82, fols., 97-99, BNA. 
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posts. In 1780 Colbert fought alongside Chickasaws as they successfully drove the 

Americans from Fort Jefferson. In 1782 Colbert and his force attacked a Spanish vessel 

sailing from New Orleans to St. Louis, capturing the wife of the Lieutenant governor of 

Louisiana. Colbert tried to exchange Madame Cruzat and her sons for Loyalist rebels 

from Natchez being held as prisoners of war. Tellingly, when acting governor Estevan 

Miró questioned Madame Cruzat he found it difficult to believe that Colbert's attack 

could have been undertaken by white men. Miró repeatedly asked about the numbers of 

Chickasaws in Colbert's group only to receive the answer that "she already stated that 

there were only two," but that 200 visited Colbert a week afterwards. The capstone to the 

mess for Cruzat and the Spanish was that they estimated it would take almost as many 

men to subdue the Chickasaw nation as it had taken to capture Pensacola.25  

                                                        

25 DuVal, The Native Ground, 153. While many historians castigated Clark for the placement of his 
fort on Chickasaw land, Kathryn M. Fraser makes a compelling argument that the action was 
deliberate. Common sense would also seem to suggest that after his spending months in the 
region meeting with local leaders, both Native and French, that Clark understood who owned 
this land. See, Kathryn M. Fraser, "Fort Jefferson: George Rogers Clark's Fort at the Mouth of the 
Ohio River, 1780-1781," The Register of the Kentucky Historical Society Vol. 81, no. 1 (Winter 1983): 1-
24. For more on the situation at Fort Jefferson see, Kenneth C. Carstens, "George Rogers Clark's 
Fort Jefferson, 1780-1781," The Filson Club History Quarterly Vol. 71, no. 3 (July 1997): 259-284, and, 
Kenneth Charles Carstens, The Calendar and Quartermaster Books of General George Rogers Clark's 
Fort Jefferson, Kentucky, 1780-1781 (Bowie, MD: Heritage Books, 2000). While Carstens has clearly 
pored over the primary sources relevant to Fort Jefferson, his analysis unduly diminishes the 
impact of Chickasaw raids. Carstens demonstrates that the forces brought against the fort were 
exaggerated in some accounts and that they killed few settlers and soldiers in frontal assaults. I 
would argue that the Chickasaws waged an effective and efficient campaign against a vulnerable 
position. By destroying crops and cattle, and terrorizing American soldiers and settlers, the 
Chickasaws removed the fort as a threat without risking substantial losses among their own 
warriors. For the most extensive contemporary descriptions of Colbert's capture of Madame 
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 Colbert's final activity during the war consisted of an attack against the Arkansas 

Post in the spring of 1783. Though the Spanish were outgunned by Colbert's force of 

more than fifty whites and a dozen Indians, fears that the Quapaw were coming to the 

aid of the Spanish sent the attackers fleeing. The siege proved a military failure, though 

Colbert's men did capture several slaves. Business concerns likely prompted Colbert's 

frantic efforts to keep, and then later reestablish the British presence in the Lower Valley. 

As one who traded with Chickasaws, Colbert needed access to British manufactures. 

Additionally, Colbert had controversially established a plantation on Chickasaw land. 

The prospect of living under Spanish rule threatened to end his trade with Chickasaws 

and make his large plantation an issue for Spanish diplomats. Though forms of slavery 

existed among the Chickasaws prior to contact with Europeans, in the 1780s the nation 

was only beginning to use African slaves for intensive agricultural production. Colbert 

stood out as one of the largest slave owners in the nation, though his claim to possession 

of 150 slaves was probably overstated. James Colbert did not, however, live to see the 

                                                        

 

Cruzat see, Robberies on The Mississippi—Madame Cruzat Captured —Her Account —1782, in, 
SRIM, 211-234. Miró's estimate on troops necessary to conquer the Chickasaws found on page 
215. 
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aftermath of the American Revolution. He died in 1783 while traveling back to the 

Chickasaw nation from the house of the métis Creek leader Alexander McGillivray.26  

 The Spanish operated differently during the American Revolution. Though they 

certainly courted their Native neighbors, the ability of Gálvez to raise volunteers and to 

secure troop transfers from Cuba freed the Spanish from an overdependence upon 

Native assistance during the war. However, though regular soldiers formed the 

backbone of the Spanish army during the Revolutionary War, Spanish leaders quickly 

recalled these forces after the successful campaigns of governor Gálvez. As a result, the 

Spanish augmented their military force with local militias, some of them composed of 

free black soldiers. 

 The Spanish fought against enslaved soldiers for centuries before retaking the 

whole of Iberia in the late fifteenth century. While establishing far-flung territories 

throughout the New World they themselves used armed slaves to defend their colonies. 

This long experience with enslaved soldiers prepared the Spanish in the Mississippi 

Valley to use freed men of color to defend their colonies. French residents, who made up 

the bulk of the Euro-American population in Louisiana, also possessed a history in 

                                                        

26 Gilbert C. Din, "Arkansas Post in the American Revolution," The Arkansas Historical Quarterly 
Vol. 40, no. 1 (Spring 1981): 3-30; DuVal, The Native Ground, 155-156. For Spanish casualties of 
Colbert's attack see, "Relacion de los soldados... el 17 de Avril..." AGI/PC 107, legs. 418-419. This 
legajo contains at least eight other documents relating to the attack. For a lengthy description see, 
"Jacobo Dubreuil to Miró, May, 1783," AGI/PC 107, legs., 403-408. "Alexander McGillivray to 
Arturo O'Neill, January 7, 1784," in AGI/PC leg., 197, reprinted and translated in, Caughey, 
McGillivray of the Creeks, 68. 
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which armed slaves fought for the colony. After the devastation wrought by the Natchez 

War, the single greatest fear for French Governor Etienne de Périer became that "a union 

between the Indian nations and the black slaves" would lead to a "total loss" of the 

colony. French officials tried to sow racial hatred between black slaves and neighboring 

Native peoples in order to prevent such an alliance. As part of this strategy Périer sent 

armed slaves against the Chaouches nation.27  

 When the Spanish took possession of Louisiana their greatest existential threat 

became revolutionary fervor among French inhabitants, particularly among wealthy 

plantation owners. According to Caryn Cossé Bell and other historians, the Spanish tried 

                                                        

27 For one of many works that investigate the use of enslaved soldiers by Islamic leaders in Spain 
see, Daniel Pipes, Slave Soldiers and Islam: The Genesis of a Military System (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1981). The Spanish also faced off against armed slaves during conflicts with the 
English in the Carolinas and Floridas. See chapter 3 of, Berlin, Many Thousands Gone. The wider 
literature on the military use of slaves is extensive. For a comparative treatment of the topic see, 
Christopher Leslie Brown and Philip D. Morgan, eds., Arming Slaves: From Classical Times to the 
Modern Age (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006). For an example of the use of free black 
militia units elsewhere in the Spanish empire see, Ben Vinson, Bearing Arms for His Majesty: The 
Free-Colored Militia in Colonial Mexico (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001). Jane 
Landers argues that "Several key factors, including legal and cultural precedents, demographic 
imperatives, and the need to defend a vast and contested empire, led Spain, more than any other 
European nation, to depend on the military employment of slaves." Jane Landers, "Transforming 
Bondsmen into Vassals: Arming Slaves in Colonial Spanish American," in, Brown and Morgan, 
eds., Arming Slaves, 120. For the French use of slaves as soldiers against Native nations, see, Hall, 
Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 102-103, and chapter 3 of, Lawrence N. Powell, The Accidental City: 
Improvising New Orleans (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012). For the French 
employment of free black soldiers in attacks on the Chickasaws in 1739-1740, see, Caryn Cossé 
Bell, Revolution, Romanticism, and the Afro-Creole Protest Tradition in Louisiana, 1718-1870 (Baton 
Rouge: LSU Press, 1997), 16. French, Spanish, and British leaders also encouraged Indians to 
return runaway slaves who tried to find refuge within Indian communities, likely fostering 
resentment and distrust of Native peoples among the enslaved population. See chapter 1 of, 
Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian Masters. 
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to use their slave code, "Las Siete Partidas" to blunt the power of would-be revolutionary 

plantation owners. During the Spanish administration of Louisiana the free black 

population of New Orleans exploded from less than 100 to over a thousand. Spanish 

leaders hoped to use the growing free black population of Louisiana as a bulwark 

against revolution among French residents. The Spanish also likely realized that the real 

possibility of manumission under Las Siete Partidas might reduce the threat of slave 

revolt and attach slaves to the Spanish crown.28 

 Both during and after the Revolutionary War Spanish leaders proved ready and 

willing to arm segments of their growing free black population. So, how did this use of 

black soldiers affect non-native societies of the Mississippi Valley? The scholarship of 

Kimberly Hanger and Gwendolyn Midlo Hall provides answers. Military service 

provided avenues for free men of color to demonstrate their value to the empire. Free 

black militiamen also forged close ties with one another, helping to create a distinct free 

black community, especially in New Orleans. Furthermore, involvement in the militia 

afforded men opportunities for social advancement, including the acquisition of military 

titles. Finally, militia service brought free black men together with elite Euro-Americans, 

                                                        

28 Bell, Revolution, Romanticism, and the Afro-Creole Protest Tradition in Louisiana, 1718-1870, 17-18. 
Bell argues that the growth of free black population eventually led to disorder and increased 
tensions within Louisiana (pages 19-29). For more on the Spanish policy of divide and conquer 
among its subjects see chapter one of, Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places.  
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often creating or cementing ties between members of these two groups.29  

 While the Revolutionary War created new opportunities for a small group of free 

blacks in the Lower Valley, it heralded a stark and deadly transition for many Indian 

peoples, especially those living east of the Appalachian Mountains. Patriots and their 

governments often supported attacks, or proved unable or unwilling to prevent assaults 

against Indian communities. During the Revolution eastern nations and confederacies, 

including the Iroquois, Cherokee, Creeks, and others confronted violence, land 

dispossession, and internal discord on an unprecedented scale. As early as 1777 John 

Stuart noted that "The Cherokees, had long been "destitute of trade" and "prevented 

from hunting by the incursions of the Rebels to their country." The question for the rest 

of this chapter is; what effects did the American Revolution have for the economies of 

the Lower Valley during the war years?30  

                                                        

29 Chapter four, Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places. Hall's scholarship provides much of the 
quantitative evidence necessary to establish the size, activities, and importance of free black 
communities in eighteenth-century Louisiana. See, Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, and Hall's 
astonishing "Afro-Louisiana History and Genealogy, 1719-1820" database 
(https://www.ibiblio.org/laslave/). The shared Catholic faith of Euro-Americans, free blacks, and 
slaves within Louisiana also furthered the ties between and among these communities.  

30 For the situation faced by Indians residing to the east of the Mississippi see, Colin G. Calloway, 
The American Revolution in Indian Country: Crisis and Diversity in Native American Communities 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995). Even the stingy and aggressive 
Americans made repeated small payments to Indians during the war. Operating out of 
Pittsburgh during the Revolution, American agents doled out a steady supply of gifts to Indian 
leaders, messengers, or mere passersby. In October 1776, John Boreman delivered an "old 
Delaware woman" a quart of rum. He then sent Shawnee recipients a looking glass, some rum, 
and a pound of soap, before giving Delaware leader Killbuck's son a small "Callico or white" 
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 Analyzing this particular period it becomes clear that most residents managed to 

survive economically, by turning to a familiar practice¾ squeezing resources from the 

coffers of empires. Unlike the more easterly Cherokees and Creeks, the Native peoples 

of the Lower Valley managed to replace some of their lost income by demanding 

increased diplomatic payments, but without suffering catastrophic demographic or 

territorial losses. Writing from Pensacola in the fall of 1776 John Stuart claimed that the 

visitation of "not less than 1,400 persons [Indians had]... entirely drained [him] of 

presents and provisions." Expenses for Britain's southern Indian department exceeded 

£25,000 sterling for 1775 and 1776. Of this total the British earmarked £3,336 specifically 

for the "Chickasaw and Choctaw District." Costs for congresses and other Indian 

expenses in West Florida not itemized by nation totaled £8,972. Though the embattled 

Creeks and Cherokees likely received many of these non-itemized goods and provisions, 

the enumerated costs for Chickasaws and Choctaws exceeded those of the Creeks or 

Cherokees.31  

                                                        

 

shirt. Indian Commissioners' Receipts, 1776, Clements Library, University of Michigan; "John 
Stuart to Lord Germaine, January 24, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 84, BNA.  

31 For a geographically broad account of Native experiences during the war, see, Calloway, The 
American Revolution in Indian Country. "John Stuart to Lord Germaine, November 24, 1776," 
CO5/78, fol., 74, BNA; "John Stuart to Lord Germaine, January 24, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 83, BNA; 
"General account of expenses incurred in the southern district of Indian affairs from the 1st of 
January 1775 to the 31st of December 1776, including officers' salaries and all contingencies," 
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 Stuart and the British did try to use the American threat to both defend and 

expand their interests within the Lower Valley, but failed miserably. In 1777 they 

negotiated a new land cession from the Choctaw nation and attempted to cement the 

nation's status as a military ally. In return for 800 guns and other manufactured goods 

Choctaws agreed to a boundary for the British Natchez district and offered up 

assurances of loyalty. Unfortunately for the British, despite this significant outlay of 

goods they never gained control of this land. In contrast, Choctaws received a significant 

influx of weaponry and goods at a critical juncture.32  

 Writing in the year of this cession Stuart provided two estimates of the 

population of the Choctaw nation, the first at 4,400 men able to bear arms, and the 

second at 5,000 such men. Given that Stuart had good reason to exaggerate the size of 

the Choctaw population, and arbitrarily increased his estimate over the course of a mere 

month, both figures are likely to overstate the number of warriors that the Choctaw 

                                                        

 

January 24, 1777, CO5/78, fol., 86, BNA. The Cherokees received less than £1,900 and the Creeks 
less than £500.  

32 "At a congress called and held at Mobile in West Florida the 26th day of May 1777 by John 
Stuart...," CO5/81, fols., 18-19, BNA. Charles Weeks writes that Franchimastabé and Choctaws 
later asserted to Spanish diplomats that the British never delivered the promised guns and other 
payment items. Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 37, 65. While it is possible that the British did not 
provide all of the 800 guns and other promised goods at the time of the cession, it seems unlikely 
that seven notable Choctaw leaders would have signed away their lands without any payment at 
all. Giving away lands for free would have amounted to political suicide for a Choctaw leader. 
Moreover, at no other point in their time in West Florida did the British attempt to blatantly steal 
land from Indians.  
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nation could field in 1777. If we accept a more conservative estimate of approximately 

4,000 warriors, then the 800 guns provided by the British in return for the land cession 

would have armed one in five Choctaw men capable of using these weapons. This 

transfer of goods by the British did not satisfy Choctaw demands for long. The British 

Southern Department of Indian affairs continued to breach the recommended limit of 

£3,000 annually for contingent or emergency funds during the following years of the 

American Revolution, reaching £9,093 for a single two-month period in 1779.33  

 Either to goad the British into providing additional support, or to ensure ongoing 

access to European manufactures during a period of conflict, Choctaws and Chickasaws 

forced the British and Spanish governments to compete for their allegiance. In the 

summer of 1777, even as the British paid Choctaws for a land cession, British Loyalist 

John Blommart reported that Spanish governor Gálvez was meeting with 1,500 Indians 

at Pointe Coupee. Among those supposedly in attendance were some "British Indians," 

including representatives of the Choctaws and Biloxis. Later, while admitting in 1780 

                                                        

33 "John Stuart to Lord Germain, June 14, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 145, BNA; "John Stuart to Brigadier 
General Augustin Prevost, July 14, 1777, CO5/78, fol., 206, BNA; "Indian Department: A General 
Account... from the 1st April to the 30th June 1779," CO5/81, fol., 278, BNA. Though the British 
intended for wartime distributions to be used in battle against British enemies, many of the goods 
that their Indian allies demanded were for personal rather than for professional use. For example, 
included in the £9,000 spent in April 1779 were 22 looking glasses for Choctaws and 
Chickasaws— items of dubious utility on the battlefield. "Southern District: A General Acct of 
Presents issued to Choctaw & Chickasaw Indians from the 1st of April to the 31st of May 1779," 
CO5/81, fol., 306, BNA. John Stuart contemplated holding another congress with Choctaws in 
1778. Stuart estimated that he would need another 1,000 guns for Choctaws. "List of presents 
necessary for a Choctaw congress, [1778]," CO5/80, fol., 10, BNA.  
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that raising a corps of Indian troops at Pensacola "cost government a great sum of 

money," new British superintendent of Indian affairs in the southern district, Alexander 

Cameron warned his superiors that the Spanish and Americans were also plying 

southern Indians with flattering talks and diplomatic payments. Cameron argued that 

this "competition to gain their [southern Indians'] affections... has heightened their 

demands and expectation to an uncommon degree."34  

 These increased expectations eventually crashed against bad luck and poor 

policy. The bad luck came in March of 1779 in the form of the death of John Stuart, a 

capable superintendent. The bad policy came from the Indian-hating British general 

James Campbell, stationed in Pensacola, Britain's last remaining stronghold in the South. 

Campbell considered his Indian allies as little more than a costly nuisance, and 

repeatedly argued with Cameron over expenditures and policies regarding the Creeks 

and Choctaws. Campbell also imagined that he could control these Indians as if they 

were British regulars. For months before the siege of Pensacola Choctaws endured a 

British yo-yo of frantic pleas for help, which were quickly followed by requests that they 

depart the area so as to not strain food resources in Pensacola. Choctaw leader 

Franchimastabé observed that the "subject... was a common talk for twelve moons past." 

Campbell's policies left Cameron to deal with "Large gangs of visiting Indians" who 
                                                        

34 "Blommart to [John Stuart?], August 18, 1777," CO5/78, fols., 213-216, BNA; "Alexander 
Cameron to Lord George Germain, July 18, 1780," CO5/81, fols. 209, BNA; "Alexander Cameron 
to Henry Clinton, December 15, 1779," CO5/81, fol., 53, BNA.  
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were unhappy with British treatment, feeling the economic strain of being kept away 

from the hunt, and also receiving overtures from the Spanish.35  

 Some Creeks and Choctaws responded to Campbell's policies, and to British 

military failures within the Lower Valley, by traveling to Spanish-held Mobile in 1780. 

There they received food, drink, and manufactured goods from Spanish leaders. Others 

heeded Britain's last major call to arms of the Revolution in the Gulf Coast as the 

Spanish finally sailed for Pensacola. During the siege of Pensacola the overmatched 

British disappointed Indians of the Lower Valley both militarily and financially. A 

frustrated Franchimastabé advised Cameron that the British might have found success if 

Choctaws had been allowed to "manage the great guns ourselves."36  

 After the outcome of the battle became clear Franchimastabé told Cameron that it 

was time to "perform your promise" and deliver up the "large presents" that he had been 

assured would be given to him and his men. Though these payments never materialized 

                                                        

35 DuVal, Independence Lost, 114; "Alexander Cameron to Unknown, May 27, 1781," CO5/82, fols., 
204-207, BNA; "Alexander Cameron to Lord George Germain, September 22, 1780," CO5/82, fols. 
90-91, BNA. British agents to individual Native nations of the Mississippi Valley also posted 
larger expenses during wartime. Before his death, John McIntosh hired eight men—an 
uncommonly large number—to work with the Chickasaws. "To George Troup Adm to the Estate 
of John McIntosh..., [1781]," CO5/82, fol. 170, BNA. A previous compliment of British deputies 
working with all of the Native nations of the Mississippi Valley numbered just two. See, 
"Estimate of the Ordinary Annual Expenses in the Mississippi Department of the Southern 
District of Indian Affairs, 1779," CO5/80, fol. 128, BNA.  

36 DuVal, Independence Lost, 181; "Talk by Franchimastabe Great Medal Chief of the Choctaw 
Nation to Alexander Cameron Esqr his Majestys Superintendent - at Six Mile Creek the [1st?] of 
April 1781," CO5/82, fols., 210-211, BNA. 
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the valor and military effectiveness of Choctaws and Chickasaws impressed the Spanish, 

and helped to cement the status of these nations after the war as powerful neighbors 

who should be dealt with carefully. Gálvez considered Indian raids on Spanish lines as 

the most effective defense during the fight. Though he brought few gifts for Indians with 

him, the actions of Native allies and enemies alike earned his respect.37  

 Choctaw and Chickasaw demands on the Spanish treasury started out small, but 

grew over time and contributed to Spanish Louisiana's bloated wartime budgets. In 1769 

the Spanish spent a paltry 19,664 silver reales on Indian affairs and on expenses related to 

settling new immigrants. These expenses rose to more than 100,000 reales as the shadow 

of war fell over the Mississippi Valley in 1777, and then spiked to over 2,000,000 reales in 

1782. By 1779 Indian visits to New Orleans became frequent and necessitated Gálvez to 

order thousands of rifles, blankets, hoes, and other goods for Native peoples making 

their way to the capital. Moreover, by pushing the British out of West Florida, Spain 

increased the number of Native peoples who looked to it for support. Native demands 

quickly taxed the Spanish treasury, as when a year after the Spanish victory acting 

governor of Louisiana Miró handed out the last of the powder and ammunition 

                                                        

37 Ibid., For a deft analysis of British and Spanish diplomacy with Indians just before and during 
the Siege of Pensacola, see, DuVal, Independence Lost, 188-218.  
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remaining in his warehouse to Indians in 1782.38  

 In addition to securing diplomatic payments from Euro-American governments, 

Choctaws also found that the American Revolution created opportunities to end or 

ameliorate certain destructive processes. Most notably, the Revolutionary War heralded 

the end of the war between Choctaws and Creeks. As their colonists began to rebel 

British officials scrambled to mend the breach between these nations so that rather than 

attack one another, Choctaws and Creeks stood ready to oppose Patriot armies and 

settlers. Though the Revolution replaced a simmering conflict punctuated by small-scale 

raids with open warfare between the British empire and its colonists, Choctaws suffered 

few direct losses during the American Revolution. Moreover, peace between Choctaws 

and Creeks allowed Native warriors of these nations to concentrate on remunerative 

hunting rather than on destructive violence.  

                                                        

38 Cunningham, "Financial Reports Relating to Louisiana, 1766-1788," 381-397. Expenses for 
Indian affairs dropped from 1767 to 1769 in Louisiana, likely due to a revolt by many French 
residents of New Orleans that required most of the attention of Spanish officials. In 1767, the 
Spanish spent more than 23,000 pesos on Indians [1 peso equaled 8 reales]. "Governmental 
Expenses, 1767...," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 15. For 
diplomatic goods provided to Indians during the winter of 1769-70 see, "Statement of Payment 
for Indian Presents, January 9, 1770," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, 
Vol. II, Pt. I, 154-155. The French seem to have spent more on Indian affairs when they possessed 
Louisiana than did the Spanish in the 1760s and early 1770s. See, "State of the Requests to the 
King from the Colony, 1759," in, Dunbar Rowland, ed., et. al., Mississippi Provincial Archives: 
French Dominion Vol. V (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1984) , 227-241; DuVal, 
Independence Lost, 161-164, 239. "Estevan Miró to Don Manuel de Cagigal, June 5, 1782," in DSG, 
Book 3 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1937), 51.  
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 The need for military assistance from Indian allies also led British officials to pay 

increased attention to Native complaints about the rum trade. In 1778 Governor Peter 

Chester took the unusual step of unilaterally proclaiming an end to all traffic in rum 

with Indians of the Southern Department. The edict came after several years of strident 

complaints by Choctaws and others about the devastation being wrought be an influx of 

liquor flowing into Native societies. Charles Stuart wrote from Mobile in 1777 of Indian 

women "crying over the dead bodies of their relations who have died by rum." A month 

later John Stuart related to Lord Germaine one Choctaw leader's complaint that 

excessive drinking had claimed the lives of one thousand of his people in a period of 

eighteenth months. Though rum and brandy did claim Choctaw and Chickasaw lives, 

this figure was likely exaggerated.39 

 While the prospect of an end to the rum trade figured to reduce the profits of 

merchants and traders within the Lower Valley, the war brought opportunities as well 

as obstacles. Much like their Native trading partners, non-natives used bloated wartime 

budgets to replace income lost by the disruption of the skins trade. Moreover, war 

created numerous time-sensitive crises that gave non-native vendors greater leverage in 

setting prices for provisions and diplomatic goods for Indians. The allure of 

provisioning Native allies during wartime reached those at the highest levels of power. 
                                                        

39 Peter Chester, "A Proclamation..., March 5, 1778," CO5/79, fols., 122-124, BNA; "Charles Stuart 
to John Stuart, April 8, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 129, BNA; "John Stuart to Lord Germaine, June 14, 
1777," CO5/78, fol., 144, BNA.  
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Indeed, even as the well-connected Governor Gálvez finished the task of conquering 

British West Florida he was setting in motion a plan to profit from the Indian trade. In 

1781 he worked to secure his father-in-law a contract to supply the government of 

Louisiana with 180,000 pesos worth of diplomatic goods intended for Indian allies.40 

 For the merchants of West Florida and Louisiana the loss of merchandise via the 

actions of privateers or through regular naval combat threatened them with financial 

ruin. Fortunately for these merchants, British and Spanish officials also faced 

interruptions to their supply chain, which boded well for those with goods ready to sell. 

In January 1777 John Stuart expressed gratitude for the treasury department's pledge to 

ship him diplomatic presents directly from Britain. Stuart complained that for two years 

prior he had been forced to purchase Indian presents in Pensacola at "an enormous 

expense," which had "greatly accumulated." Stuart called Choctaws to meet with him at 

Mobile in anticipation of the arrival of the treasury department's ship coming from 

Jamaica. Unfortunately for Stuart, though almost 3,000 Indians showed up, the ship did 

not. Not surprisingly, Stuart found "provisions of every species... enormously dear." For 

                                                        

40 Thomas D. Watson, "A Scheme Gone Awry: Bernardo De Galvez, Gilberto Antonio De Maxent, 
and the Southern Indian Trade," Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 
Vol. 17, no. 1 (Winter 1976): 11.  
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those merchants lucky enough to have food supplies on hand, British desperation 

provided an opportunity to raise prices "enormously."41 

 Native military power and prowess shaped how non-native military leaders 

raised and organized forces throughout the late eighteenth Lower Valley, and also 

shaped the economies of the region. Merely by remaining potent military threats, Native 

peoples contributed indirectly to Spain's decision to utilize free black militias. The 

power of Chickasaws and Choctaws also kept resources flowing from Spanish and 

British coffers, propping up a battered skins trade. Finally, non-native merchants and 

traders used wartime exigencies and Native demands as means to survive and profit.

                                                        

41 "John Stuart to Lord Germain, January 24, 1777," CO5/78, fol., 84, BNA; "John Stuart to Lord 
Germain, August 22, 1777, CO5/78, fols., 186-189, BNA.  

For the figure of 3,000 Indians see, "John Stuart to Brigadier General Augustin Prevost, July 24, 
1777," CO5/78, fol., 205, BNA.  
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Chapter 5: Failed Plans and the Ascent of Plantation Slavery, 1784-1793 

 As the dust settled from the American Revolution the Native peoples of the 

Lower Valley could see trouble brewing, but they could also find some reassurance in 

the experiences of the past and the present. Though harassed, their Indian neighbors in 

the Ohio Valley had either defeated Euro-American armies or fought them to a draw, 

protecting Chickasaws especially from the threat of a massive invasion via the 

Mississippi River. Likewise, though the Revolution eliminated Britain as a participant in 

the play-off system, the Spanish clearly desired the friendship of the Choctaws and 

Chickasaws. The troublesome and aggressive American entrants to the region did at 

least bring desirable trade goods with them. As importantly, it also appeared unlikely 

that the penniless American state and federal governments that desired their lands 

could find the resources necessary to mount a large-scale invasion within the foreseeable 

future. Unfortunately for Choctaws and Chickasaws, the decade following the American 

Revolution heralded the beginning of the end of the beneficial diplomacy that 

subsidized them and many of their Euro-American counterparts. No longer able to 

continue expenditures at wartime levels, the Spanish moved in the opposite direction, 

hoping to establish Louisiana and West Florida as profitable colonies. Realistically, the 

only way to make this transition was to rapidly expand plantation slavery throughout 

the Lower Valley. At the same time, Spain hoped to reduce their own military 

commitments and spending by relying more heavily on Native assistance. In essence, 
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Spain promised to encroach on Choctaw and Chickasaw lands while demanding more, 

not less in return.  

 This chapter begins by examining the transformation of the Lower Valley from, 

as historian Ira Berlin terms it, a society with slaves, to a slave society. Beginning in the 

1770s the enslaved population grew as slave ships from Africa and the Caribbean 

brought human cargos in large numbers to Louisiana for the first time since the 1720s. 

Spanish officials crafted legislation and policies meant to harness the potential of slave 

labor, while also buttressing their own fragile grip on power. The intensification of the 

plantation system within the Lower Valley created opportunities and dangers for 

Choctaws and Chickasaws. While some embraced chattel slavery, the institution of 

slavery created deep rifts that threatened to divide Native societies. The chapter 

continues by investigating the growing pressures created in the Lower Valley by an 

expanding American population. Between 1783 and 1800 a diverse array of dreamers, 

schemers, traitors, and charlatans operated within Louisiana, East and West Florida, and 

across the southern frontiers of the United States. Ephemeral polities like the State of 

Franklin and State of Muskogee popped in and out of existence in response to 

geopolitical realities and economic problems, causing problems for Indians, Spain, and 

the United States alike. At the same time, natural disasters and revolutions in France and 

Saint-Domingue began to divert resources away from Spanish Louisiana and West 

Florida, marking the death knell of lucrative government contracts that profited Indians 
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and Euro-American merchants. The chapter concludes with Spain's failed attempt to 

craft a pan-Indian confederacy capable of resisting American encroachment. The need 

for such a confederacy highlighted an inconvenient truth for the Spanish¾ that military 

success during American Revolution increased Native demands as more nations fell 

under the diplomatic umbrella of the Spanish empire. This process died before it ever 

lived. Coordinating the policies and actions of multiple confederacies and with northern 

nations proved impossible.  

 Ira Berlin argues that the Natchez War profoundly transformed Louisiana. The 

massive importation of African slaves during and shortly after the tenure of the John 

Law Company, made the colony into a slave society, which he defines as a society where 

"slavery stood at the center of economic production, and the master-slave relationship 

provided the model for all social relations." French losses sustained during the Natchez 

War largely cut the colony off from further importations of African slaves, heralding its 

transition into a "society with slaves." According to Berlin, in this type of society "slaves 

were just one form of labor among many," and "no one presumed the master-slave 

relationship to be the social exemplar." In 1783, possessing Louisiana, West Florida, and 

the entirety of the Gulf Coast, Spain began to undertake efforts to increase its population 
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and economic output, and succeeded in transforming its society with slaves back into a 

slave society.1  

 This process was, however, fraught with perils that threatened to destroy 

Louisiana and West Florida. Spanish experiences during the Rebellion of 1768 and the 

American Revolution revealed the danger posed by powerful plantation owners with 

little loyalty for the Crown. The outbreak of revolution in France in 1789 only magnified 

Spanish fears of revolutionary ideologies spreading amongst the free, largely 

Francophone population. Meanwhile, the nearly-current revolution in Saint-Domingue 

(present-day Haiti) demonstrated the potential of slaves to free themselves from Euro-

American rule. The Spanish responded by attempting to walk a tightrope that allowed 

the stressed empire to remain in power by balancing the power of slaves, free blacks, 

and slave owners. Spain preserved the same kind of rights of slave owners to use brutal 

punishment against slaves guaranteed under the French Code Noir, and the state itself 

meted out severe public punishment to slaves on occasion as well. However, at the same 

time, the Spanish also eliminated restrictions against manumission.2  

                                                        

1 Berlin, Many Thousands Gone, 10. For Spanish expansion of slavery see chapter twelve. See also, 
Craig Hammond, "Slavery, Settlement, and Empire: The Expansion and Growth of Slavery in the 
Interior of the North American Continent, 1770-1820," Journal of the Early Republic 32, no. 2 
(Summer, 2012): 175-206, and chapter nine of, Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana.  

2 Bell, Revolution, Romanticism, and the Afro-Creole Protest Tradition in Louisiana, 1718-1870, 17-18. 
For more on the Spanish policy of divide and conquer among its subjects see chapter one of, 
Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places. For more on Spanish slave codes and policies see, Gilbert 
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 The Spanish system thus allowed slave owners to use violence to cow slaves into 

submission, but it also gave slaves the hope of escaping slavery, creating a class of 

emancipated slaves who owed their freedom to a Spanish regime and who could see a 

stark contrast between Spanish and American rule. The process made economic sense as 

well. Louisiana and West Florida suffered from a chronic lack of skilled labor during the 

eighteenth century. Under the Spanish regime skilled slaves were often able to save 

enough money to purchase themselves.3 

 Rulers of the new American state, now nestled against the borders of Spanish 

Louisiana and West Florida, hoped to create their own slave society within the 

Mississippi Valley. However, the United States advanced a system with strict 

prohibitions against manumission. The United States also worked to secure rights to the 

free navigation of the Mississippi River¾ an endeavor that promised to profit both the 

small freeholders who produced their own wheat and corn in the Illinois country and 

                                                        

 

C. Din, Spaniards, Planters, and Slaves: The Spanish Regulation of Slavery in Louisiana, 1763-1803 
(College Station: Texas A&M Univ. Press, 1999). Thomas N. Ingersoll categorizes Spanish 
manumission policies as intended to "divide the black majority by weakening its potential for 
united action." "Free Blacks in a Slave Society: New Orleans, 1718-1812," The William and Mary 
Quarterly 48, no. 2 (April 1991): 180-181 (quote on page 181). John Craig Hammond argues that 
the "lower Mississippi underwent [a] violent transition from a society with slaves to a slave 
society." Hammond characterizes the Spanish as instituting, or at least enforcing more regularly, 
"harsh, public punishments against slaves." Hammond, "Slavery, Settlement, and Empire," 185.  

3 Ingersoll, "Free Blacks in a Slave Society: New Orleans, 1718-1812," 182.  
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plantation owners of the Lower Valley who employed slaves to grow tobacco, cotton, 

and other export crops. 

 One of the central ways in which Spanish officials worked to expand plantation 

agriculture within the Lower Valley was simply to ignore regulations and laws against 

the illegal importation of slaves from outside the empire. During his time in Louisiana 

Governor Unzaga turned a blind eye when slave ships came from Jamaica to New 

Orleans. Subsequent Spanish governors of Louisiana often continued this tradition of 

productive inattention to the letter of the law.4  

 The traffic in slaves between Jamaica and New Orleans stopped during the 

American Revolution, but after the war Jamaica became one of the primary sources of 

African slaves for Louisiana and West Florida. At least 2,700 slaves arrived in the Lower 

Valley via this route between 1782 and 1788. Spanish leaders in Louisiana and West 

Florida also successfully argued for the loosening of trade restrictions, and began 

programs to stimulate the production of certain crops. Spain's subsidizing of plantation 

production and streamlining of the process for importing slaves resulted in a rapid 

                                                        

4 Jean-Pierre Leglaunec, "Slave Migrations in Spanish and Early American Louisiana: New 
Sources and New Estimates," Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 46, 
no. 2 (Spring 2005): 190-191.  
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growth of the free and enslaved populations of Louisiana and West Florida. In total 

more than 12,000 slaves landed in Louisiana during the period of Spanish rule.5  

 Between 1770 and 1790 the non-native population of Louisiana and West Florida 

grew from 16,000 to 39,400. Black slaves accounted for nearly 4,800 people from the 1770 

estimate, while the free black population stood around 200. Between 1770 and 1777 the 

enslaved population grew at a faster rate in Louisiana so that the population reached 

9,201 slaves and 7,728 free whites and free people of color. The disparity in population 

growth continued for the next decade so that the population of the Lower Valley stood 

at 20,673 enslaved persons and 18,737 free in 1788.6  

                                                        

5 Jean-Pierre Leglaunec, "A Directory of Ships with Slave Cargoes, Louisiana, 1772-1808," 
Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 46, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 211-230. 

6 September 2, 1771 census of Louisiana found in, Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 
1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. I, 196. This census likely undercounted the numbers of Indian slaves and 
free blacks within the colony. Governor O'Reilly had outlawed the further extension of Indian 
slavery, but had grandfathered in existing Indian slaves on condition that they could not be sold. 
"Proclamation by O'Reilly, December 7, 1769," ibid., 125-126. Later large populations of free 
mulattos and blacks in Spanish Louisiana also suggest a higher initial number than listed in the 
1771 census. For the population of West Florida, see, Robertson, "Tories or Patriots? The 
Mississippi River Planters during the American Revolution," 446. I estimate 1,000 black slaves in 
West Florida in 1770, by splitting the difference between Fabel's 1765 figure of 842 and 
Durnford's estimate of 1,200. For both estimates, see, Fabel, The Economy of British West Florida, 
1763-1783, 18. 1777 and 1788 population figures for Louisiana and West Florida found in Hall, 
Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 279, and in, Antonio Acosta Rodríguez, La Población de Luisiana 
Española 1763-1803 (Madrid, 1979), 438, 440, 458. Certain regions within Louisiana and West 
Florida, like Pointe Coupée and the banks of the Mississippi River south of New Orleans, 
featured populations in which slaves made up a substantial majority of the population. See, 
Usner, Indians, Settlers & Slaves in a Frontier Exchange Economy,114-115. 
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 Spain's elimination of restrictions on manumissions resulted in the rapid growth 

of the free black population of the Lower Valley during the last three decades of the 

eighteenth century. In the city of New Orleans free blacks made up a mere three percent 

of the total population in 1771. That percentage climbed to nearly ten percent by 1777, 

and over seventeen percent in 1791. In absolute numbers the free black population of 

New Orleans rose from perhaps less than 100 to more than 1,500 between 1771 and 1805. 

During the same period at least 1,921 slaves were manumitted in New Orleans, more 

than 450 through self-purchase. Unfortunately, despite the rapidly growing population 

of free blacks in New Orleans, conditions for most slaves remained the same or 

deteriorated during Spanish rule as plantation production intensified throughout the 

Lower Valley.7  

 In addition to producing crops for export and performing skilled labor in the 

cities of Louisiana and West Florida, slaves contributed to what historian Daniel Usner 

terms "a frontier exchange economy." Many slaves, especially in and around New 

Orleans helped to feed the residents of the Lower Valley by growing crops, hunting, 

ranching, and fishing. Enslaved men and women also traded with local Indians, largely 

from the many petite nations of the region, and provided much of the labor required to 

transport the deerskins produced by Native hunters and their wives. Though Spanish 

                                                        

7 Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places, 18-22. Hanger questions the accuracy of the low figure for 
1771. 
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officials and elite white residents of the region readily consumed food produced by 

Indians and slaves, the frontier exchange economy remained a concern for several 

reasons. First, this small-scale trade brought slaves and Indians together, possibly 

leading to plots and rebellions. Second, this economy relied upon armed Native and 

enslaved hunters and upon other semi-autonomous slaves roaming the backwoods or 

selling merchandise in New Orleans. Third, slaves and free black food vendors might 

profit from the sale of goods and food stolen from Euro-American plantations and 

households. Finally, the frontier exchange economy provided runaways and maroons 

access to financial means through hunting, fishing, manufacturing, agricultural 

production, or theft. Despite these concerns, Indians and slaves remained vital 

participants in the foodways of the Lower Valley until well into the nineteenth century.8  

 Even today it is only a short jaunt from the heart of New Orleans to seemingly 

impenetrable swamps and bayous. In the late eighteenth century the slaves of New 

Orleans were even closer to natural environments that, though dangerous, unhealthy, 

and inhospitable, offered plentiful opportunities to disappear. Runaway slaves, 

sometimes termed cimarrones or maroons, had long been a part of Louisiana. In the 

aftermath of the American Revolution Spain faced a problem of growing cimarron 

                                                        

8 Usner argues that this economy experienced a sharp decline following the American 
Revolution, and was replaced by an economy based on agricultural exports that persisted well 
after removal. For food production and exchange, see chapters five and six of, Usner, Indians, 
Settlers & Slaves in a Frontier Exchange Economy.  
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communities located near New Orleans. Throughout the 1770s the Spanish instituted a 

set of policies dedicated to eradicating the problem of runaway slaves. They imposed a 

tax on slaves to create a fund to reimburse slave owners for slaves executed for 

marronage or killed in the process of capture. The fund also paid out rewards for those 

who tracked down and returned runaways. Whether because of financial rewards or 

due to a desire to demonstrate loyalty to the Spanish government, free blacks often 

joined or led expeditions to capture cimarrones.9  

 Despite these efforts, the funds set aside to deal with runaways quickly ran dry. 

Meanwhile, the onset of the American Revolution diverted attention and resources away 

from the capture of cimarrones. The situation changed in the spring and early summer of 

1784 when a small group of cimarrones known as the San Malo band drew the attention 

of the government through a series of thefts and the killing of several Americans who 

had temporarily captured San Malo and several of his men. Though the San Malo band 

and other runaway communities did at times steal or attack whites unlucky or brave 

enough to encounter them, they primarily subsisted through exchanging work for 

food¾often with sympathetic slaves¾and through hunting, fishing, and petty theft. 

What slave owners and other white residents of the Lower Valley viewed as murder, 

rather than self-defense, created a frenzy of panic that resulted in a massive expedition 

                                                        

9 Gilbert C. Din, ""Cimarrones" and the San Malo Band in Spanish Louisiana," Louisiana History: 
The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 21, no. 3 (Summer, 1980): 240-241. 
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to root out San Malo. Utilizing a slave named Bastien, who was sent to infiltrate San 

Malo's band, as a guide the Spanish finally apprehended and executed San Malo. In 

combination with other concurrent expeditions to capture runaway slaves in the area, 

the efforts resulted in the capture of more than one hundred people. However, the costs 

of the expeditions sent against these runaways constituted almost half of the city's total 

budget for the year.10 

 A set of regulations handed out by Governor Miró at the beginning of the San 

Malo crisis reveals some of the reasons why marronage persisted. Miró laid out a series of 

prohibitions against buying from slaves, selling alcohol to slaves, and allowing slaves to 

carry guns. He also noted the difficulty of distinguishing free blacks from runaway 

slaves, and ordered free blacks to carry written proof of their status as free persons. 

Clearly, many slaves in the Lower Valley operated with some autonomy, buying, 

selling, and hunting. As the enslaved population grew rapidly it also became 

increasingly difficult for white citizens to differentiate between activities undertaken by 

slaves on behalf of their owners and activities performed by runaway slaves for their 

own benefit. Moreover, it is likely that many white residents simply cared more about 

                                                        

10 Din, ""Cimarrones" and the San Malo Band in Spanish Louisiana," 249, 258-260. Bastien 
received his freedom in return for his service in locating San Malo. In 1783, a slave named 
Charles was promised an unspecified reward for helping to locate another group of cimarrones. 
"March 14, 1782," Records and Deliberations of the Cabildo, 1769 to 1803, Vol. 2, September 8, 1779 - 
June 25, 1794, 167 [microform accessed at the University of North Carolina Library]. "Account of 
the Mayordomo de propios de la Cuidad, February 19, 1785," John Minor Wisdom Collection, 
Box 1, Howard-Tilton Memorial Library, Special Collections, Tulane University, New Orleans. 
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the price and quality of goods that they bought from or sold to black residents than they 

did about the status of the person doing the buying or selling.11  

 Following the conclusion of the American Revolution Choctaws and Chickasaws 

also faced with problems created by the expansion and intensification of planation 

slavery in the Lower Valley. Prior to the war a handful of Indian traders and Native 

leaders used slaves to grow crops for export. Beginning in the 1780s more Choctaws and 

Chickasaws¾especially the children of traders who married Native women¾began to 

adopt plantation slavery. The use of slaves and the use of Chickasaw and Choctaw lands 

for plantation production created tensions within these nations. For example, in 1770 

Charles Stuart received complaints about James Colbert introducing "cattle, negroes... 

[and] an overseer" into the Chickasaw nation. A map produced in 1771 listed several 

plantations owned by Chickasaw leaders Paya Mattaha and Latcho Hoa, as well as 

several "hog crawles" located in the nation. Plantations enriched their owners, whether 

Native or non-native, but undermined Native subsistence by reducing the lands 
                                                        

11 "Declaration of Estevan Miró, [May 1, 1784?], AGI/PC, leg., 3A, fol., 668a. For more on armed 
enslaved hunters working in Louisiana see chapter five of, Usner, Indians, Settlers & Slaves in a 
Frontier Exchange Economy. Armed slaves appear with some frequency in Spanish court records. 
For one example in which a militia captain sent out armed slaves to retrieve a lost cow see, Laura 
L. Porteous, trans., "Index to the Spanish Judicial Records of Louisiana, XL., May-July, 1781," The 
Louisiana Historical Quarterly 16 no. 3 (July 1933): 516. An earlier court case in which a slave owner 
was shot to death by a slave referenced authorities gathering "the guns of the negroes of the 
plantation." See, Laura L. Porteous, "Torture in Spanish Criminal Procedure in Louisiana, 1771," 
The Louisiana Historical Quarterly 8 no. 1 (January 1925): 8. Allowing slaves to hire out their time 
and the practice of renting slaves also posed threats to the control of the enslaved population. For 
instance, John Fitzpatrick agreed to pay one thousand carrots of tobacco in return for the rental of 
five slaves for a season. "Testimony, December 1788, AGI/PC, leg., 201, fol., 1138. 
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available for hunting grounds and corn production. Hog farms also threatened the food 

supply due to the fact that free-ranging pigs often destroyed Indian crops and grain 

caches. So, while almost all Choctaws and Chickasaws agreed about the utility of 

European manufactures, the transition towards plantation production and the raising of 

livestock as a means to obtain goods divided Native communities.12 

 A growing body of scholarship examines the evolution of slavery within Native 

societies. Though Choctaws and Chickasaws had long held men, women, and children 

captive, the adoption of hereditary and racially defined slavery by some members of 

these nations only came about after prolonged contact with Euro-Americans and Euro-

American markets. Historian Barbara Krauthamer provides a cogent appraisal of the 

trends within this literature. Early works often portrayed the emergence of chattel 

slavery among Choctaws and Chickasaws as a result of the ascendance of mixed-race 

                                                        

12 It should be noted that, though many white residents held Indians in bondage, by the era of 
Spanish rule in Louisiana, few of these unfortunate souls were of Choctaw or Chickasaw 
heritage. Most Indian slaves in the region were labeled as Pawnee or as members of other 
western and northern nations. During his rule, Gov. O'Reilly outlawed any new enslavement of 
Indians, but permitted owners to retain slaves that they already possessed. See, Stephen Webre, 
"The Problem of Indian Slavery in Spanish Louisiana, 1769-1803," Louisiana History: The Journal of 
the Louisiana Historical Association 25, no. 2 (Spring 1984): 117-135. "Charles Stuart to [Unknown], 
December 26, 1770," CO5/72, fol., 180, BNA; Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People, 92. Traders 
like James Colbert, who married into Native societies, sometimes established plantations within 
Native territories, demonstrating to their adoptive kin the potential profits of hereditary black 
slavery. James Colbert claimed to have 150 slaves at work on his plantation, which would have 
made him one of, if not the largest slave owner in the nation at the time. Atkinson, Splendid Land, 
Splendid People, 24. See also, "Declaration of Labbadie, July 5, 1782," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the 
Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. III, Pt. II, 21-34. By the 1830s, full and mixed-race members of 
the Chickasaw nation held up to 1,200 slaves.  
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elites following the devastation wrought by prolonged exposure to alcohol and trade 

with Euro-Americans. These children of traders seemingly straddled both worlds 

culturally, but engaged with the market in ways that often resembled the actions of their 

non-native fathers. Later works emphasized the choice faced by Indian men when 

confronted with the loss of their hunting grounds and collapse of the deer skin trade. 

Some scholars argue that racial slavery appealed to Native men because using slaves for 

agricultural labor allowed them to transition away from hunting yet avoid tending fields 

themselves as agriculture was considered in many Native societies to be women's 

work.13  

 Most recently, historians have begun to argue that activities undertaken by 

Choctaws, Chickasaws, and other southern Indians, both deliberate and unplanned, 

helped to establish the foundation of a plantation economy in the Lower Valley. Works 

by Daniel Usner, Christina Snyder, Claudio Saunt, and others, reveal a growing use of 

slave labor by Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Creeks on native-owned plantations during 

the last decades of the eighteenth century. James Wainwright extends the argument past 

mere participation in the institution of slavery to argue that Native peoples were 

"instrumental in the construction of the Deep South." Wainwright correctly describes 

                                                        

13 For an analysis that highlights the role of mixed-race elites in bringing race slavery to the 
Choctaw nation, see, White, The Roots of Dependency. For the intersection of race, gender, 
agriculture, and slavery within Native societies, see, Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian Masters, 4, 
Snyder, Slavery in Indian Country, 132-134, and Claudio Saunt, et al., "Rethinking Race and 
Culture in the Early South," Ethnohistory 53, no. 2 (Spring 2006): 402. 
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how slaves and slave owners of the Gulf Coast moved on "Native paths," ate "Indian 

food," crossed rivers on "Indian ferries," and sent mail and messages to one another 

using "Native riders."14  

 The loss of game and lands, however, posed the greatest problem for Choctaws 

and Chickasaws. The primary reason for the growth of this problem was the expansion 

of the American population. The United States was a growing nation of roughly some 

2,300,000 non-native residents in 1783. By 1790, this population increased to 3,929,000 

and then almost doubled to 7,239,000 by 1810. Explosive demographic growth 

represented a potential asset for the young nation, but also a potential threat. The 

prolonged spike in population heightened conflicts between various races, classes, and 

interest groups. Within eighteenth-century Euro-American societies political 

personhood and land ownership often went hand in hand. Most colonies, and later 

states required voters to possess a certain amount of land or taxable property in order to 

vote. Popular sentiment among elites also held that settled people with a vested interest 

                                                        

14 Daniel H. Usner, Jr., "American Indians on the Cotton Frontier: Changing Economic Relations 
with Citizens and Slaves in the Mississippi Territory," The Journal of American History 72, no. 2 
(September 1985): 297-317; Snyder, Slavery in Indian Country; Saunt, A New Order of Things. The 
Creeks were active as slave catchers during the eighteenth century. See, Braund, Deerskins and 
Duffels, 74-75. However, in my research, I have found few references to Choctaws or Chickasaws 
returning slaves for a monetary reward. Wainwright, "Both Native South and Deep South: The 
Native Transformation of the Gulf South Borderlands, 1770-1835," 5.  
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in the community made the wisest decisions.15   

 Unfortunately for landless citizens, the early United States was also a highly 

agrarian nation. For most Americans owning land served as the foundation of both 

financial survival and political personhood. In the second half of the eighteenth century 

rapid population growth throughout the United States led to an increase in the prices of 

land in the east, excluding a large and expanding segment of the American population 

from access to the subsistence and political identity to be found in owning land. Poverty 

and pride—especially for poor veterans who bled for their country but returned home as 

virtual non-members of the body politic—pushed many Euro-Americans to ignore their 

own laws and risk the threat of Native violence by squatting on Indian lands, or to 

support dubious schemes propagated by land companies and political schemers.16  

                                                        

15 Evarts Boutell Greene and Virginia D. Harrington, American Population before the Federal Census 
of 1790 (Gloucester, MA, 1966), 7-8; Richard L. Forstall ed., Population of States and Counties of the 
United States: 1790 - 1990 (Washington DC: Government Printing Office, 1996), 4. Virginia 
provides one example of the limited gains in suffrage during most of the eighteenth century. 
Even as elite Patriots were trying to secure the support of common people during the American 
Revolution, they still drafted a state constitution that left onerous property qualifications for 
voting in place. Holton, Forced Founders, 218. Property and taxes were intertwined issues in 
regard to suffrage. Those who worked for wages or as tenants were seen by many as 
"dependents" who might be politically manipulated by employers or landlords. For a concise 
treatment of the struggles between tenants and landlords during the Revolution see, Thomas J. 
Humphrey, "Conflicting Independence: Land Tenancy and the American Revolution," Journal of 
the Early Republic Vol. 28, no. 2 (Summer, 2008): 159-182. For the movement away from property 
requirements to laws that excluded paupers and other non-contributors to the tax base from 
voting see, Robert J. Steinfeld, "Property and Suffrage in the Early American Republic," Stanford 
Law Review Vol. 41, no. 2 (January 1989): 335-376. 

16 A lack of affordable land often created tensions between family members. Those who inherited 
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 Native peoples played key roles in creating rifts between political constituencies 

and classes. Euro-American officials blamed large land companies, speculators, and 

squatters for angering western Indians. Writing of the Ohio Valley in 1786 General 

Josiah Harmar described western settlers as having "been accustomed to seat themselves 

on the best of the lands, making a tomahawk right... supposing that to be a sufficient 

title." Meanwhile, land companies and speculators often attributed the violence of 

Indians on the frontiers to lawless backwoods settlers. Frontier settlers in turn blamed 

officials and elites for neither protecting them nor supporting what they believed were 

necessary and righteous responses to Native violence. Adding to the hostility and 

confusion amongst those interested in western lands were the thousands of lawsuits that 

conflicts over land generated. A 1784 petition to the Virginia assembly by a group of 

                                                        

 

estates saw their wealth increase, while those left behind found it ever more difficult to join the 
ranks of respectable society. For the situation in the northern colonies see, Robert A. Gross, The 
Minutemen and Their World (New York: Hill and Wang, 1976). For an example of how 
generational divides affected slave societies, see chapter two of, Allan Kulikoff, Tobacco and 
Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in the Chesapeake, 1680-1800 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1986). Parents with more than one child were forced to decide whether to 
break up their land holdings or to transfer their entire estate to one child in order to keep it intact. 
In New England and the mid-Atlantic, parents were more likely to split their land or to will their 
estate entire to the eldest son with the stipulation that he compensate his siblings for their shares. 
From the tidewater, south to Georgia, many of the large plantation owners who profited from 
enslaved production of tobacco, rice, and other valuable commodities, practiced entailment. 
Entailment bound the land forever to a single line of inheritance, and did not allow the property 
to be broken up. Entail protected the status of the family and appealed to the many plantation 
owners who spent lavishly to protect their aristocratic reputations, as entailment made it difficult 
for creditors to seize land. Holly Brewer provides an interesting and precise accounting of the 
practice of entailment in, "Entailing Aristocracy in Colonial Virginia: "Ancient Feudal Restraints" 
and Revolutionary Reform," The William and Mary Quarterly 54, no. 2 (April 1997): 307-346. 
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Kentucky residents describes the situation well. They wrote that those acquiring "Land 

in this Western Country, are like to be overwhelmed in Litigation; which will not only 

create discords amongst us, but ruin hundreds of poor Families... stript of almost their 

whole Substance by the Indians."17 

 The actions of white squatters often provoked Indian attacks or led Native 

leaders to request costly negotiations. At times the actions of frontier settlers even 

pushed the American government to take direct action against illegal settlement. 

General Harmar described his treatment of a collection of squatters in 1785: "a party has 

been detached who drove them off, as far as seventy miles from this post. The number 

lower down the river is immense and daily increasing and unless Congress enter into 

immediate measures it will be impossible to prevent the lands being settled." Of course, 

such efforts further antagonized western settlers.18  

 Poor and middling settlers viewed things differently of course. They considered 

officials and speculators corrupt and idle men who obtained vast tracts through their 

                                                        

17 "Harmar to Knox, August 4, 1786," Josiah Harmar Papers, Vol. 28, Clements Library, University 
of Michigan; James Rood Robertson, ed., Petitions of the Early Inhabitants of Kentucky to the General 
Assembly of Virginia, 1769-1792 (Louisville, Ky.: John P. Morton & Co. (Incorporated) printers to 
the Filson club, 1914), 76-77. 

18 "Josiah Harmar to Joseph Carleton, April 3, 1785," Josiah Harmar Papers, Vol. 28, Clements 
Library, University of Michigan. The efforts of Harmar and the United States to prevent further 
illegal settlement proved futile. In October Harmar was once again writing, this time to order 
John Doughty to burn and destroy the cabins of squatters. "Josiah Harmar to John Doughty, 
October 3, 1785," ibid. 
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power and connections. Worse still, this privileged cabal seemed bent on increasing its 

gains through the power of the state. Legislation often stipulated that new lands be sold 

in lots so large as to exclude all but the wealthiest speculators, effectively forcing small 

farmers to line the pockets of already wealthy men. In response to increasing inequality 

in the east and restricted opportunities in the west many settlers simply disregarded the 

formal land claims of eastern leaders and the "jobbers" they sent out to protect their 

tracts. These frontier folks shared in the belief that held that those who settled and 

improved "vacant" land became the rightful owners.19  

 By the 1780s hundreds of thousands of Americans could not afford to legally 

establish their own farms within the boundaries of the United States. Many of these 

citizens squatted illegally on lands in Kentucky and Tennessee. Some migrated into 

cities to perform wage labor, a practice that in a nation which prized independence and 

self-sufficiency, reeked of dependence and desperation. Thousands threw their lot in 

with the Spanish empire in Louisiana or West Florida. Others, however, took a more 

                                                        

19 For the informal methods of claiming land in eighteenth-century America see, Cameron B. 
Strang, "Michael Cresap and the Promulgation of Settler Land-Claiming Methods in the 
Backcountry, 1765-1774," The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography Vol. 118, no. 2 (2010): 106-
135, Alan Taylor, ""A Kind of Warr": The Contest for Land on the Northeastern Frontier, 1750-
1820," The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 46, no. 1 (January 1989): 3-26. See also, Stephen Aron, 
"Pioneers and Profiteers: Land Speculation and the Homestead Ethic in Frontier Kentucky," The 
Western Historical Quarterly, 23, no. 2 (May 1992): 179-198. In a 1782 petition to the Virginia 
legislature, residents of Kentucky asked for laws requiring that land claimants actually cultivate 
their holdings in order to prevent wealthy "Engrossers" obtaining "enormous Quantities." 
Robertson, ed., Petitions of the Early Inhabitants of Kentucky to the General Assembly of Virginia, 1769-
1792, 66-68. 
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adventurous¾or foolhardy¾approach, either attempting to extend American claims 

into Spanish territory or joining in schemes to create brand new sovereign nations 

within the bounds of the present-day United States. 

 The United States, as well as individual states tried to satisfy the demands for 

land coming from wealthy speculators and common folk by opening up western lands 

for settlement. During the Revolution thousands of settlers descended upon what would 

become the state of Kentucky. A continuing flood of people quickly raised the non-

native population in Kentucky from several thousand in the late 1770s to more than 

73,000 by 1790. This exponential growth, when combined with aggressive speculation, 

widespread squatting, quick and shoddy surveying, and simple fraud, turned Kentucky 

into a minefield of overlapping land claims that mired generations of residents in 

expensive litigation. Lands in the Ohio Valley proved an alternative, but the power of 

Native nations in the region, and their continued ownership of most lands made that 

proposition physically and financial risky. By 1778 more than 2,000 settlers had moved 

to another frontier region located in present-day eastern Tennessee, which became 

known for several years as the State of Franklin. By 1791 almost 30,000 non-native 

residents called the Tennessee Valley home. However, Tennessee's birth proved much 
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more politically contentious than did Kentucky's or the states eventually carved out of 

the Northwest Territory.20  

 In 1777 North Carolina created the Washington district from western lands that it 

claimed beyond the state's boundaries at the time. Plagued by debts incurred during the 

Revolutionary War, North Carolina voted to cede its western land claims to the federal 

government, hopefully in return for significant debt forgiveness. When the federal 

government demurred on the proposition North Carolina attempted to regain control of 

the settlements and land in question. Disagreements between these western settlers and 

eastern elites prompted a political response. At first the residents of the territory 

independently petitioned the federal government for statehood. After failing they 

simply declared themselves citizens of a new independent republic.21   

 Unlike North Carolina, the State of Franklin lacked access to the Atlantic Ocean 

by which to export its agricultural products. If residents of the new republic wished 

their grain, tobacco, or other crops to reach American, Caribbean, or European markets, 

they would need to ship them out of New Orleans via the Tennessee and Mississippi 

Rivers. Threatened by the United States' much larger population, and worried that trade 

with Americans would drain Louisiana and West Florida of specie, Spain closed 

                                                        

20 Forstall, ed., Population of States and Counties of the United States: 1790-1990, 4; Kevin T. 
Barksdale, The Lost State of Franklin: America's First Secession (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 2008), 21-22.  

21 See chapters three through five of, Barksdale, The Lost State of Franklin.  
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stretches of the Mississippi River to all foreign traffic in 1784. The closure hit the owners 

of large plantations in Kentucky and the Tennessee Valley hard. Tobacco and corn were 

bulky and heavy products, and, in this era before railroads, impossible to ship more 

than a few dozen miles overland profitably.22  

 Of course, crops required land as well as markets. This reality led to the 

Franklinites third major problem¾Native violence. The Cherokees and Creeks did not 

simply acquiesce to the seizure of their lands by members of an upstart republic. 

Representatives of the State of Franklin did attempt to purchase lands from the 

Cherokees and Creeks, but they went about it illegitimately, conducting diplomacy with 

a small minority of Native leaders willing to sign such treaties in return for payment. 

Such underhanded maneuvering infuriated most Creeks and Cherokees and led to 

attacks against settlers in the State of Franklin. Franklinites responded by waging war 

against Indian communities in efforts to take land and to crush the will of their Native 

enemies. Though the Franklinites succeeded in unleashing widespread chaos, violence, 

and death, they proved far from successful in converting violence into secure possession 

and administration of territory acquired through war.23  

                                                        

22 Woodward, Jr., "Spanish Commercial Policy in Louisiana, 1763-1803," 153. Not until almost 
1820 did it become profitable to ship grain overland more than 100 miles within the United 
States. Estimate on transportation costs from, Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution: Jacksonian 
America, 1815-1846 (New York and London: Oxford University Press, 1991), 15-16. 

23 Barksdale, The Lost State of Franklin, 65-66. 
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 Luckily for the residents of the State of Franklin, Spanish officials were also 

feeling severe pressures. A growing American nation, diminished resources and 

attention from the empire, the eruption of revolution in Europe and the Caribbean, as 

well as the real threat of revolution from within at the hands their French-speaking 

citizens or slaves, all meant that Spanish power rested on a precarious foundation. 

Spanish officials listened to friendly overtures from rogue leaders like James Wilkinson 

out of Kentucky and Dr. James White of the State of Franklin. Moreover, many Spanish 

subjects desired trade with Americans and often conducted this trade illegally. It became 

apparent to the Spanish that the permanent closure of the Mississippi River to foreign 

traffic could result in a massive attack on New Orleans and the rest of Louisiana and 

West Florida. Converting rebellious Americans into loyal Spaniards promised to 

preclude against attack and substantially increase the population and economic 

production of these colonies. Spanish leaders worked carefully and secretively to 

cultivate relationships with men like Wilkinson, hoping that they might secure the 

affections and loyalty of western settlers without plunging the region into open war 

with the United States. Unfortunately for the Spanish, in 1788 the State of Franklin began 

to crumble and a fire decimated the city of New Orleans. Desperately needing an 

economic infusion, and faced with the reality that the bloodless incorporation of the 

State of Franklin into Spanish territory was now impossible, the Spanish reopened the 
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Mississippi River to foreign traffic in 1788, hoping to draw in Americans and their 

trade.24  

 While the Franklinites courted the Spanish empire, other Americans worked to 

seize Spanish territory in the Lower Valley. In 1785 the state of Georgia tried to establish 

Bourbon County, consisting of the town of Natchez and surrounding lands south to the 

31st parallel. Unfortunately for the assertive Georgians, Spain already governed this 

region and considered it secured through military conquest. Lacking the military 

resources to wrest Natchez from the Spanish by force, Georgia attempted to stimulate a 

rebellion by offering residents new land grants and the opportunity to live within a 

Protestant, English-speaking nation. Georgia appointed commissioners who requested 

the cession of the Natchez district from Spanish officials and who would administer 

oaths of loyalty to local inhabitants. Predictably, the Spanish refused to return the 

valuable territory. The Georgia commissioners spread rumors that a massive invasion 

force was on its way to Natchez, but the ploy failed. Moreover, later actions by the 

Georgian commissioners resulted in increasing Native distrust towards Americans of all 

stripes. Commissioner William Davenport's aggressive meddling in Indian lands and 

                                                        

24 For a concise breakdown of the many issues confronting the Spanish in Louisiana, see, Sylvia L. 
Hilton, "Spanish Louisiana in Atlantic Contexts: Nexus of Imperial Transactions and 
International Relations," in, Cécile Vidal, ed., Louisiana: Crossroads of the Atlantic World 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 68-86. For Spanish overtures to notable 
Americans, see, Andro Linklater, An Artist in Treason: The Extraordinary Double Life of General 
James Wilkinson (New York: Walker, 2009), and, Narrett, Adventurism and Empire. Barksdale, The 
Lost State of Franklin, 233.  
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Indian diplomacy led to his murder by Creeks. Even after his death, Davenport 

continued to negatively impact American relationships with Southern Indians. When his 

papers fell into the hands of merchant William Panton, Panton used them to 

demonstrate to Spaniards and Indians alike that the Americans were plotting to seize 

their territory.25  

 Other schemes backed by European powers presented direct threats to Spanish 

possessions in the Lower Valley as well. Former ally George Rogers Clark planned two 

separate campaigns against the Spanish in the early 1790s. In the second, in 1793, Clark 

sought French backing to lead an expedition against Louisiana. Neither plan came close 

to fruition. However, an enterprising former British officer who had lived for some time 

among Creeks did succeed in landing on Spanish soil and creating havoc. Backed by the 

Earl of Dunmore, who had his own experience in Virginia in using slaves and Indians 

against the Americans, as well as by traders who wished to take over the business of the 

Leslie and Panton Company, William Augustus Bowles landed with a small force in East 

Florida in 1788.26  

                                                        

25 For detailed accounts of the Bourbon County controversy see, Gilbert C. Din, "War Clouds on 
the Mississippi: Spain's 1785 Crisis in West Florida," The Florida Historical Quarterly 60, no. 1 
(July1981): 51-76, and, Narrett, Adventurism and Empire, 120-129.  

26 For Clark's participation in multiple conspiracies see chapter nineteen of, Nester, George Rogers 
Clark: "I Glory in War." DuVal, Independence Lost, 324-332. For Dunmore's experience using slaves 
as soldiers, see chapter five of, Holton, Forced Founders. 
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 Bowles hoped to garner Creek support for his attack on Panton and Leslie 

storehouses, but he failed miserably. Rather than give up or pursue a more pragmatic 

goal, Bowles raised the stakes for his second endeavor. Landing with a smaller force in 

the summer of 1791, Bowles attempted to create a new state, the State of Muskogee. 

Bowles hoped that the combination of Creek desires for cheap British manufactures and 

Spain's lack of manpower in the Floridas would allow him to set up an independent 

nation. Capturing a Panton and Leslie warehouse located on the Wakulla River (located 

south of present-day Tallahassee Florida), Bowles intended to use the goods he found 

there to rally Creek Indians to his banner.27  

 Though a few dozen Creeks responded, wide-scale support proved elusive. 

Craftily, the Spanish sent an emissary to meet with Bowles and convinced him to come 

to New Orleans aboard their vessel. Once in New Orleans, Bowles proposed an alliance 

of the State of Muskogee with Spain. Governor Carondelet listened to Bowles' plan 

before sending him to a Cuban prison. The resilient Bowles managed to escape from 

custody in 1797 when the ship transporting him to Spain stopped on the coast of West 

Africa at Gorée, and returned to the Gulf Coast again to cause trouble.28  

                                                        

27 Narrett, Adventurism and Empire, 218-223. The firm claimed losses exceeding $15,000 due to 
Bowles' attack. "William Panton to Carondelet, April 12, 1792," Archivo Nacional De Cuba 
Collection Pertaining to Spanish Colonial Rule in Louisiana and the Floridas, 1770-1911, fols., 78-
80, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 

28 Narrett, Adventurism and Empire, 223.  
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 Watching from the relative safety of the Lower Valley, Choctaws and 

Chickasaws were likely as confused and concerned as Spanish officials by this dizzying 

array of schemes, including the creation¾at least in theory¾of independent states. In 

1785, they would have heard of some Cherokees meeting with the "Executive of the State 

of Franklin" and "concluding a treaty of amity and perpetual friendship" that promised 

to give the Cherokee a "representation in the new Legislation [sic, likely referred to 

legislature]," only to see the new state quickly pivot from diplomacy to war. Meanwhile, 

the aggressive schemes of men like Clark were now pointed into the heart of Choctaw 

and Chickasaw territories.29  

 When a British defeat became clear during the American Revolution, Choctaws 

and Chickasaws scrambled to cobble together a new play-off system that pitted Euro-

American governments against one another. They pressed the Spanish on the cost and 

quality of goods, sent out diplomatic feelers to the United States, and tried to work with 

Spain and other Native nations to assemble a confederacy capable of resisting American 

aggression. These nations also continued to trade with formerly British merchants like 

the Panton and Leslie Company who remained in place despite Britain's defeat. They 

even received overtures of friendship from the ephemeral rogue states that popped into 

existence during this period. Indeed, between 1784 and 1787 conditions for Choctaws 
                                                        

29 United States Chronicle [Providence RI], 18 August 1785 (accessed online, November 12, 2015). 
For the State of Franklin's pivot from diplomacy to warfare see, Barksdale, The Lost State of 
Franklin.  
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and Chickasaws appeared relatively auspicious as Spaniards, Americans, and others 

competed for their allegiance and business.  

 In 1784 the Spanish called the Creeks to meet at a congress in Pensacola and 

Choctaws and Chickasaws at a congress in Mobile. Spanish leaders quickly learned that 

their success in wresting West Florida from the British also meant that they acquired 

new Native alliances, and in turn new diplomatic responsibilities. Merely feeding 

Indians who attended these congresses became a Herculean task. During the congress in 

Mobile in the summer of 1784, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and other Native peoples in 

attendance consumed 30,052 pounds of bread, 51,103 pounds of rice, 13,554 pounds of 

fresh meat, along with thousands of pounds of beans, hundreds of barrels of corn, and 

copious amounts of bacon.30  

 In addition to feeding these Indians, the Spanish scrambled to obtain the British-

manufactured goods that Choctaws and Chickasaws preferred, routing these purchases 

through British merchants who remained behind in now Spanish territory. Miró justified 

these actions and expenses by arguing that they were the only way to protect the 

tranquility and commerce of Spanish possessions. As they had with the British, 

Chickasaws and Choctaws negotiated a rate schedule for merchandise and also received 

assurances that the Spanish would work towards curtailing the trade in liquor. In return 

                                                        

30 "Rations Given to Indians at Congress of Mobile, June 24, 1784," in, Kinnaird ed., Spain in the 
Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. III, Pt. II, 102-107; 
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they assured the Spanish of their loyalty, promised to return any prisoners of war still in 

captivity, and vowed not to harbor runaway slaves or military deserters in the future.31 

 Choctaws and Chickasaws loosely upheld their pledges. Those Choctaw leaders 

who signed the 1784 agreement with the Spanish did not overtly seek out American 

connections, but they did allow other Choctaw leaders to travel to Hopewell (in present-

day South Carolina) to meet with representatives of the United States. These Choctaws 

arrived at Hopewell in December 1785 after a long and unpleasant winter journey. 

Though the Americans feigned a desire for peace and amicable trade, they proved less 

than generous in providing food and clothes for their bedraggled visitors. Still, Choctaw 

representatives labored on, and the small number of Choctaw women in attendance 

ritually adopted several American leaders so that negotiations could commence. While 

Choctaws in attendance likely regarded the treaty that they eventually signed as a 

starting point for future trade and diplomacy, American representatives hoped that the 

treaty would serve as the final word for future interactions. The Americans included 

                                                        

31 "Estevan Miró to Don Joseph de Espeleta, August 1, 1784," DSG, Book 3 (New Orleans: Survey 
of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1937-1938), 6-9; "Estevan Miró to Don Joseph de Espeleta, April 
17, 1784," ibid., 68. For price control agreements, see, O'Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 86. 
For the treaty's rules concerning liquor see, Manuel Serrano y Sanz, Espana y Los Indios Cherokis y 
Chactas en la Segunda Mitad del Siglo XVIII (Sevilla: 1916), 84. My own searches through the three 
volumes of Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-1794 and the sixteen volumes of the 
Despatches of the Spanish Governors of Louisiana, 1766-1796, reveal few instances of problems with 
alcohol among Choctaws in Spanish sources. See also, Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 41-42. 
For the return of prisoners see, Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People, 117. 
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provisions declaring the Choctaw nation under the sole jurisdiction of the United 

States.32  

 Cash-strapped and inexperienced in dealing with Choctaws, the Americans 

spent less than $1,200 on the Choctaw nation's representatives¾ a far cry from earlier 

British largess. Chickasaws met with American diplomats separately at Hopewell, 

signing a treaty that allowed for the establishment of a trading post within their 

territory. As was the case with Choctaws, the United States spent little on these 

negotiations. However, the treaty marked the first step for Chickasaws who intended to 

play the Spanish and Americans off one another while trading with members of both 

regimes.33  

 Within a few years of the conclusion of the Mobile Congress and Treaties of 

Hopewell, Native efforts appeared to be working. In the spring of 1787 a group of 

leaders representing Choctaws, Chickasaws, Georgia, and Spain met in the Choctaw 

town of West Yazoo. Using dissatisfaction with the prices charged by Spanish traders, 

and the refusal of these traders to accept inferior quality skins, representatives from 

Georgia tried to gain access to the trade with the Choctaws and Chickasaws. Courted by 

                                                        

32 O'Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 55-56; Greg O'Brien, "The Conqueror Meets the 
Unconquered: Negotiating Cultural Boundaries on the Post-Revolutionary Southern Frontier," 
The Journal of Southern History 67, no. 1 (February 2001): 59. 

33 O'Brien, "The Conqueror Meets the Unconquered," 69; Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People, 
129, 134. 
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Spain, Georgia, and the United States, and not as yet confronted with the direct theft of 

lands by these Euro-Americans, the continuance of the play-off system appeared 

possible.34 

 In the years that followed, optimism for a profitable continuance of maneuvering 

diplomatically between the Spanish and Americans eroded. American diplomats 

sometimes gave good talks, and American traders came to ply their wares in Choctaw 

and Chickasaw towns, but the United States clearly refused to subsidize Native 

producers by distributing guns, powder, and other desired goods in substantial 

quantities. Meanwhile, Spanish manufacturing deficiencies, in combination with the 

outbreak of war in Europe and damaging Spanish economic policies, meant that Native 

producers of deerskins found manufactured goods difficult to find and expensive to 

purchase. During British rule in West Florida a flood of traders had brought cheap 

goods into Choctaw and Chickasaw towns, and British diplomats had spent liberally 

during diplomatic meetings. After the Revolutionary War the Spanish took a nearly 

opposite approach by granting monopolies to several large firms, but also cutting back 

on diplomatic expenditures. The Spanish desired that these trading companies would 

control the flow of liquor into Chickasaw and Choctaw towns, represent Spanish 

interests on a day-to-day basis, and keep Native allies satisfied by adhering to accepted 

rate schedules for goods.  
                                                        

34 Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People, 52. 
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 Though Governor Miró hoped eventually to supply Southern Indian nations 

with Spanish-made manufactures, he realized that he needed to move quickly in the 

aftermath of the American Revolution to secure the allegiance of powerful nations like 

the Choctaws and Chickasaws. Miró granted the firm of Mather and Strother, which 

operated out of New Orleans, a monopoly on trade with the Indians of the Lower Valley 

on a provisional basis in 1784. These nations wanted British manufactures, and the good 

credit that Mather and Strother had in London would allow them to quickly supply 

Indians with diplomatic and trade goods. In East Florida the Spanish faced a similar 

supply problem and turned to the firm of Panton, Leslie, and Company to loan the 

Crown the goods it needed to conduct diplomacy with the Creeks.35  

 Over the next few years Mather and Strother struggled to stay afloat as a 

business entity. Claiming financial losses incurred in the skins trade, the firm lobbied for 

an on-par exchange of paper money for silver pesos in a brazen attempt to profit at the 

expense of the Spanish treasury. The economic and diplomatic importance of Indians 

can be seen in the fact that rather than reject such petitions out of hand the Spanish 

regularly countenanced such proposals, and at times supported private trade by altering 

trade policy or even through direct payments to individual merchants. Spanish officials 

                                                        

35 Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & 
Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 62. The firm of Mather and Strother also 
benefitted from the experience in trading with the Chickasaws. See, Atkinson, Splendid Land, 
Splendid People, 92-94.  
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realized the dangers inherent in denying Indian access to the goods that they needed or 

expected, and when crises arose they often took pragmatic steps that involved giving in 

to Native and non-native demands on the treasury.36  

 Meanwhile, the firm of Panton, Leslie, and Company found it difficult to deal 

with a Spanish government that was prone to rapid changes in trade policy. However, 

due to its higher capitalization and better organization the company eventually 

prevailed, replacing Mather and Strother in the trade with Choctaws and Chickasaws. 

During the company's tenure in Spanish Louisiana and the Floridas, these nations 

became increasingly important trading partners as competition with American traders 

lowered profit margins on trade with the Creeks. Like Mather and Strother before, 

Panton, Leslie and Company regularly pushed for special consideration and for 

alterations to Spanish regulations. For example, when the prospect of war between 

Spain and Britain cut off the company's access to guns and powder from Britain in 1790, 

the governor of West Florida agreed to supply Panton with 10,000 pounds of powder, as 

well as balls and flints from government stores. By the early 1790s the firm, which now 

                                                        

36 Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & 
Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 103-104. Choctaw and Chickasaw desires also 
shaped trade policy in more conventional ways, as when in 1793, the New Orleans Cabildo [city 
government] argued that allowing free trade with Havana was necessary to obtain the sugar and 
coffee that Indians had come to regard as staples. "September 16, 1793," Records and Deliberations 
of the Cabildo, 1769 to 1803, Vol. 3 Book No. 3 [Microform reel 2] (Baton Rouge: Archives and 
Records Service [for the] New Orleans Public Library, 1968).  
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operated out of both Spanish Floridas and possessed a near monopoly on the Indian 

trade, supplied over half of the deerskins sold in London markets.37  

 Though Panton, Leslie, and Company managed to supply many of the needs of 

Choctaws and Chickasaws, the monopolistic turn of affairs during the late 1780s and 

early 1790s boded ill for the overall deerskin trade, and for the subsidized economy that 

had emerged in the Lower Valley during the 1760s. Spain's efforts to encourage the 

voluntary immigration of Euro-Americans and the forced immigration of Africans into 

Louisiana and West Florida proved highly successful. At the same time, by closing off 

the skins trade to all but a few select firms Spain reduced the number of non-native 

residents involved in trade with Indians. Accordingly, from 1784 on the percentage of 

non-native residents of the Lower Valley who depended on trade with Indians for some 

or all of their livelihood dropped precipitously.  

 Spain itself created the next major controversy that required extensive 

negotiations with Native peoples of the Lower Valley. In an effort to defend their 

colonies from the growing threat of American invasion the Spanish began construction 

of Fort Nogales (located in present-day Vicksburg, MS) in the early spring of 1791. The 

Spanish expected that their strong stance against American encroachment, and the 

presence of a trading post and warehouse would appeal to their Indian allies. According 

                                                        

37 Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & 
Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 132-133, 187.  



 

 

            221 

 

 

to Spanish logic the Choctaws had already ceded these lands to the British, meaning that 

after Spain acquired West Florida, Nogales became Spanish property. However, 

Choctaws viewed any loss of land as threatening their food security. The diversified 

approach to food security used by Choctaws and other Native nations of the Southeast 

depended on both agricultural land and on borderlands for hunting and forage.38  

 Choctaw leaders also feared that allowing trade to take place at Nogales would 

undercut the business of white traders who traveled and lived among them. 

Franchimastabé wrote to Lanzos at Mobile explaining that the trading post set up at 

Nogales meant that traders there were "able to take from the savages the skins which 

they owe to the traders in the [Choctaw] villages, and as a result these traders are unable 

to pay their debts." Many of the traders residing in Choctaw villages were married to 

Native women, often of high status, and the potential impoverishment of these white 

traders created genuine concern for the welfare of daughters and nieces of Choctaw 

men. Franchimastabé made this argument in a letter to Manuel Gayoso de Lemos, the 

civil governor of the Natchez district, writing "I am at the head of all the white men who 

are here and I love them and do not wish to ruin them." Finally, Choctaws also worried 

about their men succumbing to the scourge of alcohol when they traded out of sight of 

                                                        

38 For extensive coverage of the Nogales controversy see, Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 47-80. 
See also, O'Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 90-96. For a description of this diversified 
subsistence scheme see, White, The Roots of Dependency. 
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their families. More than one previously responsible hunter drank away an entire 

season's labor at the trading post on his return home.39  

 Choctaw leaders Franchimastabé and Taboca co-authored a letter to Gayoso on 

the 14th of May, offering a rebuke of Spanish actions. They began by asserting that they 

had "never done anything wrong against the white [men]," and asked "What reason 

have you to take our land, when I see that the Governor of New Orleans told us that you 

would love us?" Choctaws asserted that the Spanish wished to rob them of their living, 

and concluded their complaints by declaring that their land had been taken by force and 

"that fifteen villages of our nation... love very much this land." Discussions of the legality 

and propriety of the Nogales post began with letters, an upending of the usual 

progression of native-European diplomacy that featured lengthy ritualized face-to-face 

talks followed by marks made on paper. Indeed, governor Miró lamented the fact that 

                                                        

39 John Turnbull had been part of the firm of Mather and Strother, but after its eviction he 
remained behind. By the early 1790s, he was trading with Choctaw and Chickasaw hunters from 
his store on the Yazoo River near Nogales. Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 33, 65. 
"Franchimastabé to Lanzos, April 23, 1793," in, Lawrence Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi 
Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. II, Pt. III, Problems of Frontier Defense, 1792-1794, 151-153; Carson, Searching 
for the Bright Path, 42-44. Intermarriage did more than broker cross-cultural communication and 
loyalty. It also allowed Native leaders to accomplish a rough vertical integration of the skin trade. 
The control of economic resources helped reinforce the power of Native leaders, increasing their 
influence with young hunters, as well as with their wives, who processed deerskins. Having 
access to the linguistic skills of white traders also ensured that Indian leaders were able to 
communicate via letters with non-native officials, making it easier to control outside intrusions 
into the deerskins trade. In one exchange with Spanish officials, Franchimastabé claimed that, "all 
of the traders who deal with his nation are married to the daughters of that nation." "Gayoso to 
Carondelet, April 14, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 7 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in 
Louisiana, 1939), 455. "Franchimastabé to Gayoso, March 28, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 10 (New 
Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1940), 232. 
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the Spanish had not been able to conduct diplomacy in person, though he admitted that 

hosting Franchimastabé's entourage of more than 1,000 people proved expensive on 

prior occasions.40  

 Ultimately, Choctaw and Chickasaw leaders forced the Spanish to conduct 

proper diplomacy and make the required payments before ceding lands at Nogales. The 

negotiations coincided with a crop failure and with the outbreak of a disease that 

decimated the nation's horse supply. Chickasaws suffered much the same fate, and 

received promises of assistance from both the Americans and the Spanish. Hungry 

families made their way to Spanish towns and cities to receive food throughout 1792, 

many of them accompanying Choctaw leaders to a meeting at Natchez to discuss the 

session of land at Nogales. Gayoso mentioned the presence of large numbers of women 

and children in attendance, and described how a group of women helped to begin the 

meeting through singing and dancing, which was part of the process of incorporating 

Spanish leaders as fictive kin.41  

                                                        

40 "Franchimastabé and Taboca to Gayoso, Choctaw Nation, May 14, 1791," AGI/PC, leg., 2352, 
translated in Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 150-151; "Estevan Miró to Don Luis de Las Casas, 
June 28, 1791," in, DSG Set 1 Book 5, 38-39. 

41 "Carondelet to Gayoso de Lemos, December 18, 1792," in, Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi 
Valley, 1765-1794, Vol. IV, Pt. III, 103-106; Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 61-62. One 
Chickasaw leader described how the Americans had accompanied a "peace talk" with "a little 
corn to support life." "Benjamin James to [Unknown], [Undated, likely 1792]," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 
10 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1940), 365. Gayoso recorded 
providing the 19 warriors who accompanied Choctaw leader Iteleghana (it is unclear if this 
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 Native leaders forced Spanish diplomats to accompany food with liberal 

amounts of merchandise. Frustrated and misguided, Gayoso speculated that Indians 

demanded so many goods because they did not keep track of them. Gayoso countered 

his own seeming dismissal of Native capabilities by proposing that the next time they 

deliver goods to an Indian leader that they accompany the merchandise with a written 

list, suggesting that Gayoso took for granted the ability of the Choctaws and Chickasaws 

to read or keep track of written lists. Gayoso also proposed that, rather than dole out 

"continuous presents" to individuals and small groups of Indians as they visited Spanish 

towns and posts, that the Spanish stage a grand meeting so that the Crown's generosity 

would be easy for Native peoples to see.42  

 However, even at large public meetings like the Natchez Congress, Gayoso and 

the Spanish had to contend with Individual leaders using the treaty negotiations to push 

for personal reimbursement. Taboca, received at least two guns, a horse, two fine hats, 

ten pounds of sugar, three shirts, writing supplies, and other assorted goods in return 

for his support. Meanwhile, a Chickasaw leader titled the King of Chickasaws made 

                                                        

 

document is describing the Natchez Congress or another later meeting) with 250 pounds of 
bread, 100 pounds of fresh meat, as well as with bacon and rice. "A report of the presents..., 
September 13, 1792," ibid., 309-310. "Gayoso's Account of the Natchez Congress, May 1792," in, 
Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 188, 193, 199. 

42 "Manuel Gayoso de Lemos to Juan de la Villebeuvre, September 28, 1792," in DSG, Set 2 Book 10 
(New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1940), 322; "Gayoso to Carondelet, 
September 27, 1792," ibid., 315-316.  
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Gayoso understand that he would need to add an additional "nine kegs of powder and 

much brandy to satisfy the warriors." Later, during a one-on-one meeting with Gayoso, 

the King of Chickasaws demanded a bag full of pesos for himself. Spanish diplomats 

supplied him half the money he desired but also provided him with "whatever [small 

items] he wanted without limit, and the same... [for] some other Chiefs of influence." 

After hearing a litany of demands from his Indian allies at the Natchez Congress, 

Gayoso eventually threw up his hands in surrender, or tried to impress Native peoples 

with Spanish generosity by ordering that the quartermaster simply hand Native leaders 

the keys to the Royal Warehouses.43  

 Almost before the ink dried on the Treaty of Natchez, which granted Spain the 

land necessary to build its fort, Choctaws and Chickasaws entered into new and costly 

negotiations with the Spanish. Once again, an extended drought had destroyed 

Chickasaw and Choctaw food resources so that large numbers of them pressed Spanish 

diplomats and officials for food. In the summer of 1793 Chickasaw leaders requested 

food, weapons, and ammunition from the Americans as well in an effort to ward off 

starvation and better defend themselves from Creek raids. In response, Gayoso 

                                                        

43 "Relacion del Regalo..., July 27, 1792," Archivo Nacional De Cuba Collection Pertaining to 
Spanish Colonial Rule in Louisiana and the Floridas, 1770-1911, Library of Congress, Washington 
D.C. "Gayoso's Account of the Natchez Congress, May 1792," in, Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 
192-199. The King of the Chickasaws also requested saddles and a few guns for his men. 
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dispatched one of the King's ships loaded with 500 minots (roughly equivalent to 

bushels) of corn, as well as some cloth for Chickasaws.44  

 The year saw numerous meetings and negotiations between two desperate 

parties. Desperate for food and arms, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and other Native nations 

cast about for support from multiple quarters. Desperate to find some way to defend 

Louisiana and the Floridas from a rapidly expanding United States, Spain began 

working in earnest to weave together an alliance of Native nations stretching from the 

frontiers of East Florida and South Carolina all the way north to Canada. Spanish 

governor of Louisiana the Baron de Carondelet claimed in 1792 that forging such a 

confederacy "was the only proper means under the present circumstances to put the 

province in a defensive state," and that the alliance might even serve as "a protective 

measure and, perhaps, as the salvation of the Mexican empire for many years to come." 

Principal partners in this proposed alliance included Choctaws, Cherokees, Creeks, 

Shawnees, and Chickasaws.45 

                                                        

44 For the text of the Natchez Treaty see, "Treaty of Natchez, May 14, 1792," in, Weeks, Paths to a 
Middle Ground, 201-202. "Gayoso to Carondelet, June 8, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 10 (New 
Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1940), 372. 

45 Carondelet discussed both the expense of securing the Nogales cession, and the necessity of 
creating of a pan-Indian defensive alliance in early 1792. "Carondelet to Gayoso, March 29, 1792," 
AGI/PC, leg. 18, fols., 347-351. Carondelet, the Spanish governor of Louisiana, envisioned 
Choctaws, Chickasaws, Cherokees, and other Native nations launching coordinated attacks from 
Florida all the way "up to the entrance of the Ohio in the Mississippi." "Gayoso to Carondelet, 
April 14, 1792," DSG, Set 2 Book 8 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1939), 
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 The Spanish started the process in possession of several considerable assets, 

offset by equally serious liabilities. American aggression against Cherokees and Creeks, 

including the fraudulent purchase of land from these nations, provided compelling 

examples of American intentions, as well as cautionary tales for those nations who tried 

to go it alone in negotiations with the United States or individual states of the union. 

However, traditional enmities between certain Native groups, as well as the town-

centered, consensus-based politics practiced by Indians, worked against the 

establishment of the proposed confederacy. Adding to the problems faced by the 

Spanish was the eruption of a small-scale war between the Creeks and Chickasaws in 

the early 1790s. The conflict sent the Creeks looking to the Spanish for arms, and 

Chickasaws to the Americans, threatening to divide two key members of the proposed 

alliance. 

                                                        

 

50. Historians Robert Owens and Kathleen DuVal are among a very small cadre of historians who 
have devoted significant attention to Spanish attempts to create this pan-Indian confederacy. 
Robert M. Owens, Red Dreams, White Nightmares: Pan-Indian Alliances in the Anglo-American Mind, 
1763-1815 (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2015); Kathleen DuVal, "Choosing 
Enemies: The Prospects for an Anti-American Alliance in the Louisiana Territory," The Arkansas 
Historical Quarterly 62, no. 3 (Autumn, 2003): 233-252. "Carondelet to De Las Casas, December 13, 
1793," in DSG, Set 2 Book 2 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1937-38), 312; 
"Carondelet to De Las Cases, November 13, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 8 (New Orleans: Survey of 
Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1939), 242. 
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 Lacking the resources necessary to purchase the allegiance of Southeastern 

Indian nations outright, Spanish diplomats instead tried to focus Native attention on the 

compelling argument that the Americans posed an existential threat to all nations. In the 

summer of 1793 the Spanish called together southern Indian nations to a congress at 

Nogales with the intent of unifying them into a defensive alliance. As the date for the 

congress approached Gayoso became concerned about his lack of supplies, worrying 

about the great embarrassment that loomed due to the "ever increasing number of 

people" who gathered to make the journey to meet with him.46  

 Gayoso had previously advised Choctaw leader Taboca of "the importance of 

uniting all the Indian nations in the closest kind of an alliance," and promised to provide 

arms and ammunition if the Spanish called them to action. Now, Gayoso faced the 

possibility of lacking the barest of necessities for the treaty meeting. Even small delays in 

providing provisions for the attendees boded extremely ill for Spanish prospects as 

Gayoso noted that many were already on the cusp of starvation. Despite Spanish 

deficiencies, or more likely because of American hostility, Choctaw, Chickasaw, 

                                                        

46 "Gayoso to Carondelet, June 8, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 10 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal 
Archives in Louisiana, 1940), 378. 
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Cherokee, and other Indian leaders who attended the congress signed the treaty, 

agreeing to join the proposed confederation.47 

 Throughout the early 1790s Southeastern Indian leaders attested to the existence 

of this Native alliance or demonstrated that they were working towards its creation. 

John Forbes wrote from Mobile in 1792 of the passing of some Cherokee chiefs who were 

to travel to New Orleans and then to the Chickasaw nation "to form an alliance against 

the Americans." Choctaw leader Franchimastabé told Gayoso in the same year that 

"lately the Cherokees, the Talapuches, Choctaws, and Chickasaws made an alliance in 

which they now form a single Nation for their defense, and that they chose for the head, 

the King of Chickasaws." Unfortunately, for both the Spanish and Southeastern Indians, 

the alliance never progressed much beyond the planning stages. Indeed, the confederacy 

most closely resembled an alluring shared delusion. The Indian alliance promised to 

harness Native resistance to American aggression in such a way as to painlessly rectify 

Spain's glaring fiscal and military deficiencies in their North American colonies. 

Similarly, the alliance promised to guard Southeastern Indians against American 

expansion and ensure the continuation of the play-off system, even while preserving the 

autonomy of individual Native nations and towns. However, when stresses emerged to 

                                                        

47 "Gayoso to Carondelet, April 14, 1792," DSG, Set 2 Book 7 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal 
Archives in Louisiana, 1939), 457; "Gayoso to Carondelet, June 25, 1792," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 10 
(New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1940), 386-387. For the text of the Treaty 
of Nogales, see, "Treaty of Nogales, October 28, 1793," in, Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 230-
232. 
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test the alliance, the links holding Spain and the Native nations of the Lower Valley 

together evaporated away.48  

                                                        

48 "Forbes to [Unknown], November 29, 1792," AGI/PC, leg. 208B, fol., 445; "Gayoso's Account of 
the Natchez Congress, May 1792," in, Weeks, Paths to a Middle Ground, 188.  



 

 

            231 

 

 

Chapter 6: Spanish Exit, American Entrance, 1794-1803 

 In a sense the history of the late eighteenth-century Lower Valley appears to 

divide up quite tidily. In 1763 France exited the valley as the British and Spanish 

entered. Twenty years later the Spanish and Americans evicted the British, expanding 

the claims of an empire and an upstart republic within the Lower Valley. The Louisiana 

Purchase of 1803 seemingly concludes the final twenty-year cycle with the United States 

taking possession of Louisiana. However, a focus on the Louisiana Purchase as a 

transformational event can obscure the importance of the years of 1794 and 1795 to the 

history of the Lower Valley. Historian Robert Owens cogently argues that 1794 "proved 

the high-water mark for pan-Indianism's potential." Meanwhile, the following year saw 

the closure of Louisiana to the slave trade, the brutal quashing of a slave revolt in Pointe 

Coupée, and the signing of the Treaty of San Lorenzo, which provided the United States 

with the Natchez District and access to the Mississippi River. This chapter argues that 

while 1803 marked the official entrance of the United States to Louisiana, 1795 heralded 

the end of effective Spanish rule, pan-Indianism, and of the subsidized skins trade 

within the Lower Valley.1  

 Despite obtaining the signatures of Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and other 

Southeastern Native leaders on the Treaty of Nogales, which supposedly linked them all 

                                                        

1 Owens, Red Dreams, White Nightmares, 158.  
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together in a defensive alliance, old grudges and conflicts continued amongst some of 

the new members. Chickasaws engaged in raids against the Creeks, Kickapoos, and 

others staring in 1794. Resentment even threatened the strong ties between Choctaws 

and Chickasaws. One Spanish official reported to Carondelet, the Spanish governor of 

Louisiana, that Choctaws were "pressed by hunger" and deeply upset because they 

believed that "Chickasaws were given everything, and that nothing was kept for them."2  

 Even as Spain's pan-Indian confederacy began to crumble from within, American 

campaigns against Indians of the Ohio Valley threatened to undermine Spain's 

precarious position within the Mississippi Valley. During the Revolutionary War 

American forces made almost annual campaigns against the Delawares, Shawnees, and 

Miamis. However, Americans proved much more adept at sowing discord in the Ohio 

Valley by burning towns and killing Indians—often allies or bystanders rather than 

enemies—than at establishing their own sovereignty over the lands they ravaged. 

Moreover, these nations responded in kind. In 1782 the Shawnees and other Indians 

massacred an American force at Blue Licks in Kentucky and decimated forces that Col. 

William Crawford—a friend and former employee of George Washington—led against 

Indian towns on the Sandusky River. Native forces also ravaged American settlements 

that began to pop up across Kentucky. Col. John Floyd described the situation in 1781, 

                                                        

2 "De la Villebeuvre to Carondelet, June 9, 1794," in, Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 
Vol. IV Part III, 298.  
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writing that along the frontier of the Ohio Valley the people are "greatly dispersed & 

cooped up in small forts without any ammunition... The most distressed widows & 

Orphans perhaps in the world make up a great part of our Inhabitants."3  

 American efforts to wrest control of the Ohio Valley from Native peoples in the 

decade after the Revolution proved unsuccessful at best, and disastrous at worst. 

Multiple campaigns by George Rogers Clark throughout the 1780s produced few results, 

starting a post-Revolution trend of Anglo-American military failure despite an 

overwhelming demographic superiority. General Josiah Harmar led a disappointing 

campaign against the Indians of the Ohio Valley in 1790. The next year the United States 

sent General Arthur St. Clair to try again to subdue a confederacy of Ohio Valley 

Indians, often termed the Northwest Confederacy. Near present-day Fort Recovery, 

Ohio, roughly 600 American soldiers out of a fighting force of about 1,500 lost their lives 

in the bloodiest defeat that Indians ever inflicted on the United States.4  

 The situation changed dramatically in 1794. Ignoring the doubts of his cabinet 

members about the prospects of a third expedition, President Washington ordered 

                                                        

3 Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 63; "Letter to Governor Nelson, Oct. 6, 
1781," quoted in, Clark, George Rogers Clark Papers, 1771-1781, clxvi 

4 For Shawnee experiences see, Colin G. Calloway, The Shawnees and the War for America (New 
York, NY, 2007). For detailed accounts of the 1782 and 1786 expeditions see chapters 14 and 18 of, 
Nester, George Rogers Clark: "I Glory in War." For estimates of the numbers killed and injured in 
St. Clair's campaign see Colin G. Calloway, The Victory with No Name: The Native American Defeat 
of the First American Army (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), 127-128. 
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General Anthony Wayne to subdue the Native nations of the Ohio Valley. The 

combination of increased resources and Wayne's competence enabled the American 

army to drive the forces of the Northwest Confederacy from the field of battle. Though 

far from as devastating a defeat as that dealt to St. Clair, destruction of towns and food 

stores undermined the ability of the confederacy to keep up the fight.5 

 For Southeastern Indians like Chickasaws and Choctaws, these American 

military campaigns in the Ohio Valley may have appeared frightening, but they also 

provided them with opportunities to attack Native enemies and burnish individual 

military reputations. The Ohio campaigns also allowed Indians to establish relationships 

with American leaders and receive goods from the United States as well as from Spain. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the métis sons of James Colbert, who had worked so 

strenuously against the Spanish during the American Revolution, served as scouts and 

auxiliaries during American campaigns in the Ohio Valley. Between twenty and fifty 

Chickasaws, including William Colbert and George Colbert, joined St. Clair's disastrous 

campaign but luckily avoided action during the rout of the American army. American 

Winthrop Sargent, who kept a journal of St. Clair's campaign, attributed Chickasaw 

                                                        

5 The literature dealing with the Northwest Indian wars is extensive. For a few of the most 
compelling works see, Alan Taylor, The Divided Ground: Indians, Settlers and the Northern 
Borderland of the American Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), Nichols, Red Gentlemen & 
White Savages, and, Calloway, The Victory with No Name. For a description of the impact of 
Wayne's campaign see, Calloway, The Victory with No Name, 129-164, and, Bergmann, The 
American National State and the Early West, 90-93.  
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support to the nation's "inveterate animosity to all the Indian Tribes North West of the 

Ohio, but most particularly to the Kickapoos." While the pro-American faction within 

the Chickasaw nation succeeded in leveraging military assistance for the United States 

into increased personal prestige, financial reimbursement, and trading connections, 

Wayne's victory at Fallen Timbers constituted an existential threat to the Chickasaw 

nation at large. The breakup of the Northwest Confederacy in 1794 opened the door for 

massive American migration into the Ohio Valley and positioned tens of thousands of 

land-hungry Americans at the doorstep of Chickasaws.6  

 For the Spanish in Louisiana, Wayne's success loomed as an ominous harbinger 

of things to come, and the situation took on an even grimmer appearance in 1795. Just as 

Chickasaws and Choctaws suffered due to failed crops in the early 1790s, Spain itself 

grappled with severe agrarian problems in 1793 and 1794. Meanwhile, the aftershocks of 

the French and Haitian Revolutions dealt severe blows to Spain and the economies of its 

colonies. In 1793 Spain joined with Britain and Portugal in a war against the new French 

Republic. Wartime expenditures severely strained the resources of a Spanish Empire 

already suffering from an economic decline. As it had during the American Revolution, 

                                                        

6 Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People, 148-149. St. Clair's journal mentions the arrival of 
"Piomingo and nineteen Chickasaws." William Henry Smith, ed., The St. Clair Papers: The Life and 
Public Services of Arthur St. Clair, Soldier of the Revolutionary War; President of the Continental 
Congress; and Governor of the North-Western Territory; with His Correspondence and Other Papers, 
Arranged and Annotated by William Henry Smith (Cincinnati: R. Clarke & Co., 1882), 256. Winthrop 
Sargent, Diary of Col. Winthrop Sargent, Adjutant General of the United States' Army During the 
Campaign of MDCCXCI (Wormsloe, GA: [s.n.], 1851), 20.  
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the treasury issued interest bearing paper money termed vales to finance Spain's wartime 

expenses. By 1795 Spain accumulated more than three times as much debt in vales than it 

had during the final years of the American Revolution, so that the interest payments on 

these notes removed more than 55,000,000 reales annually from the treasury. Unable to 

continue such spending, the Crown stopped issuing its rapidly depreciating vales in 1795 

and tried to regain its footing by raising taxes and increasing imports of silver from the 

Americas to Spain. Unsurprisingly, the upheaval and debt unleashed by war in Europe 

negatively affected the economies of Louisiana and West Florida.7  

 Perhaps just as troubling to Spanish officials in the Lower Valley was the 

constant influx of revolutionary ideas that spread from France and Saint-Domingue into 

their French-speaking population. Many Francophone residents of the Lower Valley 

possessed deep personal and economic ties to family and business associates back in 

France and Saint-Domingue. The outbreak of revolution in France, and then of war 

between France and Spain, forced these residents to reconsider their political allegiance. 

Should they embrace revolution, as had their American neighbors? Should they hold 

fast to a Spanish regime that had generally proven amenable to their requests? Or 

should they simply wait to see which empire emerged victorious? While most 

                                                        

7 William James Callahan, Church, Politics, and Society in Spain, 1750-1874 (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1984), 77; Barbara H. Stein and Stanley J. Stein, Edge of Crisis: War and 
Trade in the Spanish Atlantic, 1789-1808 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 283-284; 
Woodward, Jr., "Spanish Commercial Policy in Louisiana, 1763-1803," 156.  
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Francophone inhabitants chose the last option, others proved receptive to the idea of 

rejoining France and supporting revolution.  

 The nearly concurrent outbreak of revolution in Saint-Domingue, and the French 

Republic's eventual support for abolition, spread the idea of revolution far beyond an 

elite cadre of literate French-speaking merchants and plantation owners. Enslaved 

immigrants coming against their will with slave owners fleeing Saint-Domingue for 

Louisiana brought with them firsthand accounts of revolutionary ideals in action. By the 

mid-1790s Spanish leaders in Louisiana and West Florida found themselves struggling 

to suppress real and imagined plots against the empire. Governor Carondelet responded 

aggressively to public displays of support for the French Republic by white citizens, 

imprisoning and exiling dozens of outspoken republicans. The spirit of rebellion 

extended to free black residents of Louisiana as well. Pedro Bailly, a free black militia 

member was sent to prison in Havana after publicly criticizing the treatment of black 

soldiers. The Spanish government also tried to stay ahead of the problem of slave 

rebellion. In 1792 Carondelet issued an edict forbidding the entry of slaves from Saint-

Domingue.8  

                                                        

8 Bell, Revolution, Romanticism, and the Afro-Creole Protest Tradition in Louisiana, 1718-1870, 25-28; 
Hanger, Bounded Lives, Bounded Places, 150-162; Midlo Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 281; Jack 
D. L. Holmes, "The Abortive Slave Revolt at Pointe Coupée, Louisiana, 1795," Louisiana History: 
The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 11, no. 4 (Autumn, 1970): 357.  
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 Unsurprisingly, slaves suffered more serious punishments when Spanish 

officials came to believe that they supported a rebellion against the Crown. In 1795 a 

conspiracy to overthrow the institution of slavery developed in Pointe Coupee (located 

immediately north of Baton Rouge on the west bank of the Mississippi River). 

Gwendolyn Midlo Hall characterizes the conspiracy as part of a "multiracial abolitionist 

movement supported by a large segment of the dispossessed of all races in Louisiana... 

[and] a manifestation of the most radical phase of the French Revolution, which had 

spilled over from Europe to the Americas." Historian Gilbert Din, however, asserts that 

Hall overstates the seriousness of the threat posed by the conspiracy, and questions 

Hall's arguments regarding the idea that many lower-class whites and soldiers were 

sympathetic to the conspiracy.9  

 Regardless of which scholar's interpretation hews closer to the truth, Spanish 

officials clearly worried that this and other conspiracies involved broad swaths of their 

population in the Lower Valley. The abortive plot, first reported by several Tunica 

Indians who overhead a conversation detailing the plan, resulted in the execution of 

more than twenty slaves, whose heads were nailed up on posts as a warning. Three 

                                                        

9 Midlo Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 345. Gilbert C. Din, Spaniards, Planters, and Slaves: The 
Spanish Regulation of Slavery in Louisiana, 1763-1803 (College Station: Texas A&M Univ. Press, 
1999), 175-176. Din cites a lack of evidence in the internal correspondence circulated by 
Carondelet within Louisiana voicing concerns about the governor's fears about troop loyalty as 
evidence. Though the point is rightly made, Din's prodigious scholarship regularly marginalizes 
non-elite actors, often through omission.  
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white residents convicted of roles in the conspiracy were deported and imprisoned. In 

the wake of the Pointe Coupee conspiracy, Carondelet closed Louisiana off from the 

slave trade entirely until the war between France and Spain ended. The closure of the 

slave trade probably angered many plantation owners and undercut their loyalty to the 

empire.10 

 Spanish officials in Louisiana faced a long list of problems in 1795. The resources 

of the empire were stretched tenuously thin even as the value of Spain's paper currency 

plummeted. The sentiments of slaves, free blacks, and plantation owners in the Lower 

Valley ranged from rebellious to terrified. The ambitious pan-Indian confederacy 

constructed a few years earlier was already disintegrating. Finally, the number of 

Spanish troops available to resist armed rebellion or invasion hovered around a mere 

1,300 men. Though increasing enrollment in militias across Louisiana and West Florida 

during the 1790s increased the theoretical manpower available to Spanish leaders, 

serious questions about the real loyalties of many of these men made any reliance on 

their services risky. Because of the uncertain prospects for Louisiana and West Florida, 

Spanish diplomats worked to placate the United States to prevent facing another enemy 

on another front. In 1795 Spain signed the Treaty of San Lorenzo, settling a contentious 

                                                        

10 Holmes, "The Abortive Slave Revolt at Pointe Coupée, Louisiana, 1795," 345, 357; Midlo Hall, 
Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 281, 344. Perhaps the only person who benefitted from the plot was 
Antonio Sousa, the executioner. Sousa received a massive payment of 430 pesos for his gruesome 
work. "Warrant signed by Carondelet, June 1795," Rosemonde E. and Emile Kuntz Collection, 
Box 4, Tulane University Special Collections. 
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border dispute with the Americans by handing over to the United States the valuable 

Natchez District and granting Americans free access to the Mississippi River and the 

right to deposit their goods in New Orleans and then ship them abroad.11  

 Despite the multitude of threats the Spanish faced in the Lower Valley, officials 

hoped that the Treaty of San Lorenzo would raise revenues through taxes on goods 

shipped through New Orleans and lure American settlers who might in time become 

loyal Spanish citizens. In practice the Treaty of San Lorenzo failed to shore up Spanish 

rule within the Lower Valley. Rogue leaders like George Rogers Clark and William 

Augustus Bowles continued plotting to overturn Spanish rule in the Lower Valley, even 

as the opening of the Mississippi River to American commerce and shipping removed 

the most potent incitement for Americans residing within western frontiers to join in 

these endeavors.  

 If Spain did not engender loyalty, it at least garnered a grudging acceptance of 

Spanish authority from most American settlers in the Lower Valley, indicated by the fact 

that Spanish West Florida lived on for a decade after the Louisiana Purchase. Historian 

Andrew McMichael makes a straightforward and compelling argument that "As long as 

the Spanish Crown could guarantee easy access to cheap land and a relatively stable 

regime, local residents willingly lived under Spanish rule and swore allegiance to the 

                                                        

11 Holmes, Honor and Fidelity, 39-42, 45-60, 71; Peter J. Kastor, The Nation's Crucible: The Louisiana 
Purchase and the Creation of America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 37. 
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king." However, the gradual removal of Spanish support for West and East Florida after 

1795, coupled with Spain's loss of direct control over its most valuable New World 

colonies in 1809, demonstrated that the empire could no longer ensure the continuance 

of a "stable regime." Pragmatic West Floridians finally began to cast their lots with the 

United States.12  

 Even as Spanish officials in the Lower Valley struggled against existential threats 

to Louisiana and West Florida in the mid-1790s, commerce continued, but it did so in an 

altered fashion. Chickasaw and Choctaw hunters and their wives still harvested and 

processed deerskins, traded these skins for Euro-American manufactures, and pressed 

non-native governments for diplomatic payments. However, the payments provided by 

the Spanish and Americans dwindled in size and now came with significant strings 

attached. Cut off from generous subsidies and deluged by waves of white settlers who 

also brought with them thousands of slaves, Choctaws and Chickasaws became 

increasingly marginal players within the overall economies of the Lower Valley.  

 This tide of white settlers and black slaves began to produce substantial amounts 

of export crops, transforming mixed economies into slave societies. Meanwhile, the 

thousands of white hunters who lacked the financial resources to purchase slaves and 

                                                        

12 The capture of Mobile by American forces in 1813 constituted the effective end of Spanish rule 
in West Florida, but it was not until 1819 that the United States secured an undisputed claim to 
the colony. Andrew F. McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties Americans in Spanish West Florida, 1785-1810 
(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 4.  
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establish plantations began to push Indians out of the deerskin trade and the frontier 

exchange economy. Poor whites did so by killing deer in large numbers, squatting on 

Indian lands, unleashing pigs and cattle to graze on Native fields, and crowding local 

markets with their foodstuffs. Many of the Native enemies and allies of Chickasaws and 

Choctaws did much same, as members of the Cherokee, Creek, Shawnee, Delaware, and 

other Native nations fled west in the face of American settlement. In turn, many 

Choctaws and Chickasaws more frequently hunted on Caddo, Quapaw, and Osage 

lands west of the Mississippi River.  

 Population figures tell much of the story. The total Choctaw and Chickasaw 

population stood at roughly 17,800 in 1790. Unlike many other Native nations who 

resided east of the Mississippi River, the Choctaws and Chickasaws were experiencing 

not catastrophic population declines, but slow growth. Yet the growth of the population 

of the United States dwarfed that of their nations. Combined, the population of 

Choctaws and Chickasaws in 1790 totaled less than 3% of Virginia's 747,610. As states 

like Virginia filled up, increasing numbers of Americans set out for the West in search of 

cheap land and economic opportunities.13  

                                                        

13 Wood, "The Changing Population of the Colonial South," Waselkov, et. al., Powhatan's Mantle: 
Indians in the Colonial Southeast, 60; Department of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of the Census. 
Heads of Families at the First Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1790, 
http://www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/1790m.zip (accessed May 11, 2013). 
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 Between 1780 and 1790 the non-native population of Kentucky expanded from 

less than 10,000 to 73,000. Over the next decade this same population tripled to more 

than 220,000. Meanwhile in the region that would become Ohio, the non-native 

population rose from less than 5,000 to more than 42,000 between 1790 and 1800. The 

total non-native population of Louisiana and West Florida also grew quickly, but not 

exponentially during this period. Between 1780 and 1790 this population expanded from 

almost 24,000 to more than 39,000. Over the next decade, it crept up to just over 44,000.14  

 The same geopolitical and demographic developments that vexed Spanish 

officials and worked against the formation of a strong pan-Indian alliance in the 1790s 

also plagued the monopolistic firm of Panton, Leslie, and Company. Unsurprisingly, the 

eruption of war involving Spain, France, and Britain in 1793 did them few favors. 

Privateers regularly intercepted vessels bound for Mobile or Pensacola loaded with 

                                                        

14 Greene and Harrington cite a source that claimed that there were 8,000 inhabitants of Kentucky 
in 1782; Greene and Harrington, American Population before the Federal Census of 1790, 192. Forstall, 
ed., Population of States and Counties of the United States: 1790-1990, 4. Estimate that the "Northwest 
Territory contained but a few thousand inhabitants," in 1790 is found in, United States Census 
Bureau, A Century of Population Growth: From the First Census of the United States to the Twelfth, 
1790-1900 (Washington, DC, 1909), 19. For figure of 4,000 see, American Council of Learned 
Societies..., Surnames in the United States Census of 1790: An Analysis of National Origins of the 
Population (Baltimore, MD: Clearfield Co., 1990), 402. Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 279; 
Rodríguez, La Población de Luisiana Española 1763-1803, 438, 440, 458. Estimate for the population 
of West Florida calculated by applying the rate of increase (50%) for Louisiana during the same 
period to Henry O. Robertson's estimated the population of West Florida in the mid-1770s in, 
"Tories or Patriots? The Mississippi River Planters during the American Revolution," 446. For 
Spanish policies meant to encourage the immigration of Europeans, especially Catholics, into 
Louisiana see, Gilbert C. Din, "Spain's Immigration Policy in Louisiana and the American 
Penetration, 1792-1803," The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 76, no. 3 (January 1973): 255-276.  
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Indian goods, or captured ships freighted with native-produced skins. Even though 

most of their ships made their journeys unmolested, insurance rates skyrocketed due to 

the threat from privateers, reducing or eliminating profits for the company. Perhaps as 

importantly for Panton, Leslie, and Company, European wars created a stiff demand for 

guns, powder, and ammunition, making these goods scarce and expensive in the Lower 

Valley. At the same time, the deerskin market in London collapsed in 1793 from 

oversupply and dwindling demand. Panton, Leslie, and Company, tried to recoup their 

losses by turning the screws on their Native trading partners.15  

 From the beginning of Spanish rule in West Florida, Panton, Leslie, and 

Company walked a political tightrope to import British goods for their Native customers 

into Spanish ports. With the onset of war in Europe, the firm encountered new 

bottlenecks at the other end of the supply chain. The British Privy Council decreed that 

merchants exporting guns and other war materials post large bonds and certify that 

these goods reached approved destinations. Moreover, British officials dictated that such 

ships depart as part of convoys or risk forfeiting all claims if these vessels were captured 

by privateers. The inflexibility of the convoy system struck Panton, Leslie, and Company 

particularly hard. Native hunters and their wives required powder and shot to produce 

                                                        

15 Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & 
Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 186-188.  
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skins. Any delays in shipping skins from the hot and humid Gulf Coast meant losses 

from pests and spoilage.16  

 Meanwhile, a new menace threatened the financial prospects of the company. By 

1794 American officials were busy making grand promises about future trade to the 

Creeks and other Southeastern Indians. President Washington and the Federalists hoped 

to prevent violence on their frontiers by reducing fraud and the flow of alcohol into 

Indian communities. They also planned to use trade to influence or control Native 

nations. To that end they established government-run trading houses that were 

supposed to pay for themselves but not produce profit, thereby undercutting itinerant 

traders who often stirred up trouble, and also foreign competition, like the firm of 

Panton, Leslie, and Company. Operating in such uncertain waters, the company 

dramatically reduced the amount of Indian goods they purchased for the 1795 season 

and petitioned Spanish officials for assistance. Perhaps tired of the political 

maneuvering required to import and export goods on advantageous terms, and wary of 

the increasing debt owed to the company by Native hunters, the firm requested that the 

Spanish government buy them out to the tune of $400,000. Alternately, the company 

                                                        

16 Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & 
Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 188-189.  
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proposed that Spain agree to pay for any losses sustained due to American competition 

and grant them an interest-free loan of $400,000.17  

 Much like Native leaders, Panton, Leslie, and Company began to look west for 

new opportunities that could keep them afloat. In the early 1790s the firm complained 

that the illicit trade at Nogales robbed them of revenue. In a seemingly fortunate stroke 

of luck, John Turnbull, who ran the largest operation in the region, agreed to sell out his 

business there to Panton, Leslie, and Company and then leave. The company hoped that 

opening a trade post on the Mississippi River would give them a foothold in the 

lucrative skins trade of the Missouri River Valley, possibly allowing them to retreat from 

the contentious and risky trade with the Creeks and Cherokees. Once again, geopolitical 

developments outside of their control threw a wrench into their plans. Spanish land 

cessions to the United States in the Treaty of San Lorenzo, written in the same year, 

included Fort Nogales and its environs. Though the treaty allowed for the firm to 

continue operations, it now faced direct competition from American traders coming to 

the area. By 1799 the company had abandoned the region.18  

                                                        

17 David Andrew Nichols, Engines of Diplomacy: Indian Trading Factories and the Negotiation of 
American Empire (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2016); Coker and 
Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & Company and John 
Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 193-194.  

18 "Treaty of Friendship, Limits, and Navigation Between Spain and The United States; October 
27, 1795," The Avalon Project, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/sp1795.asp (accessed 
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 Just a year after signing the Treaty of San Lorenzo Spain reversed course in the 

face of high costs and military setbacks. It allied itself with France, joining that nation's 

war against Britain. Panton, Leslie, and Company always fit uncomfortably within the 

Spanish Empire as valuable but potentially dangerous actors. Though the company and 

its owners might demonstrate loyalty to the Crown, they retained significant ties to 

London and needed British manufactures to satisfy Native demands. The eruption of 

war between Spain and Britain made them potential enemies to both empires. Adding to 

the complexity of the situation was the fact that some Spanish officials valued the 

services provided by the company, while others hoped to see them removed from the 

Lower Valley. Panton, Leslie, and Company survived by pressing their supporters 

within the Spanish government for special concessions to allow them to continue 

providing British manufactures to their Native customers, and by following a policy of 

asking for forgiveness rather than permission in their business dealings.19  

 If the company's figures are to be believed, the conflicts of the 1790s took a 

disastrous toll on the bottom line. By 1797 Panton, Leslie, and Company claimed losses 

                                                        

 

February 7, 2017); Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, 
Leslie & Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 194, 201.  

19 For the economic reasons for Spain's alliance with France see chapter fourteen of, Stein and 
Stein, Edge of Crisis: War and Trade in the Spanish Atlantic, 1789-1808. Coker and Watson, Indian 
Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & Company and John Forbes & 
Company, 1783-1847, 201-213.  
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due to piracy and increased insurance rates of $185,000. Moreover, the firm also 

complained of back debts totaling more than $280,000 (likely a grossly exaggerated 

figure) due from Indian hunters that same year. Of that inflated number, Panton 

asserted that Chickasaw and Choctaw hunters who traded at Mobile and Chickasaw 

Bluffs owed $160,000. Despite the frequent disruptions wrought by war and diplomatic 

disputes, and the many complaints and petitions made by the company, Panton, Leslie, 

and Company's balance sheet reveals why the firm persisted in the Indian trade. One 

estimate produced in 1804 records that the firm held assets of more than $396,000, 

including 85 slaves and $140,000 in debts due from Native customers. Into the late 1790s 

deerskins continued to flow out of Mobile and Pensacola at the reduced but still 

impressive rate of more than 200,000 pounds annually.20 

 The concentration of much of their trade to a single partner did Choctaws and 

Chickasaws few favors. Spanish officials hoped that by creating a monopoly they would 

be able to control the trade more easily than if dozens or hundreds of Euro-Americans 

conducted this business, thus ensuring the fair treatment of Native customers and the 

adherence of Euro-American merchants to agreed upon rate schedules. In practice, 

monopolization subjected Indians to frequent shortfalls in goods but did little to keep 

                                                        

20 Coker and Watson, Indian Traders of the Southeastern Spanish Borderlands: Panton, Leslie & 
Company and John Forbes & Company, 1783-1847, 220-228; "Statement of the Assets of Panton, 
Leslie, and Company, 1804," and, "List of principal imports and exports from foreign ports at 
Pensacola, Mobile, and St. Marks, 1797 and 1798,"in, Whitaker, Documents Relating to the 
Commercial Policy of Spain in the Floridas, 256-258. 
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prices in check. Increased competition would likely have lowered prices for Native 

consumers and ensured a steadier supply of guns, ammunition, and other needed 

goods. The Spanish desire to control the skins trade through the monopoly system also 

reduced the number of residents who profited from this sub-economy, ensuring that a 

dwindling number of non-natives took an interest in the economic wellbeing of Lower 

Valley Indians. Choctaws and Chickasaws did benefit in one regard from the lack of 

Spanish participation in the skins trade. Fewer Spanish traders also meant a reduction in 

the quantity of liquor that flowed through Native communities. References in Spanish 

sources to "drunkenness" or even to "rum" or "liquor" among Chickasaws and Choctaws 

until the mid-1790s are present but relatively infrequent.21  

 While Panton, Leslie, and Company remained the largest player in the 

southeastern skins trade throughout the 1790s, Indians sought other avenues of trade 

and support during this period. American traders began moving into Chickasaw and 

Choctaw towns, and some Native leaders from these nations made their way east to 

meet with American officials. The move appeared threatening to Simon Favre, a Spanish 

interpreter fluent in Choctaw, who claimed that nation "had rather do without the gifts 

[at Spanish Galvezton]." He asserted that many Choctaw leaders had gone to Savannah 

                                                        

21 At times, Spanish officials and military leaders also appeared reluctant to provide alcohol to 
Choctaws and Chickasaws. During Captain Pierre George Rousseau's 1793 voyage on the 
Mississippi River from Natchez to New Madrid, he refused taffia to a group of Choctaws and to a 
group of Chickasaws. Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, Vol. IV Part III, 114, 118.  



 

 

            250 

 

 

to meet with the Americans. In the summer of 1792 a group of Choctaw leaders, most 

from the Eastern Division, met with American negotiators at Nashville to further cement 

the ties between their communities and American traders. Such meetings introduced 

many Chickasaw and Choctaw leaders to American leaders and to American 

interpreters and traders. Over the course of the 1790s the quality of trade goods and low 

prices offered by American traders for deerskins were beginning to become clear to an 

increasing number of Chickasaws and Choctaws. Chickasaws in particular moved to 

align themselves with the United States. Their geographic position gave them easier 

access to American trade and figured into their historic enmities with nations of the 

Ohio River Valley like the Kickapoo.22  

 Even as many Indians of the Lower Valley made overtures towards the 

Americans, Spain continued to provide presents worth roughly 40,000 pesos annually to 

Chickasaws, Creeks, Cherokees, and Choctaws throughout the 1790s. The Spanish also 

kept up the practice of feeding and giving small gifts to Indians who visited Spanish 

forts and towns. Rumors about what each leader received at these kinds of visits created 

resentments and created pressures to increase payments, as when Chickasaw leader 

Ugulayacabé (also known as Wolf's Friend) reported hearing that Payamingo received 

goods worth 1,000 pesos from the Americans¾twice the 500 pesos that Ugulayacabé 
                                                        

22 "Favre to Tugean, November 25, 1783," in, Kinnaird, ed., Spain in the Mississippi Valley, 1765-
1794, Vol. II, Pt. II, 92; O'Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 50-51; Carson, Searching for the 
Bright Path, 41-42.  
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received in secret annually from the Spanish. In meetings related to the Nogales cession, 

Gayoso complained about being forced to distribute payments earlier than he intended, 

due to the fact that Choctaw leader Mingo Pouch Couch flaunted a "rich outfit" that had 

previously been given to him individually.23 

 While the United States never approved of the kinds of massive diplomatic 

expenditures used by the British and Spanish, or of providing weapons and ammunition 

to Indian allies, their expenses did spike during congresses and treaties. For example, 

when Benjamin Lincoln met with Indians of the Ohio Valley for a treaty in 1793 he 

found himself lugging along 590 pieces of silver jewelry and medals for Indian 

attendees. One estimate for the supplies required to bring to that treaty reveals the 

diverse and at times staggering variety of goods the Americans deemed necessary to 

conduct diplomacy with Native leaders. These goods included casks of Madeira wine, 

sherry, port, rum, hundreds of pounds of butter, 50 pounds of chocolate, 400 pounds of 

tobacco, 4,000 cigars, and many other food items. American general Arthur St. Clair 

                                                        

23 For a letter that mentions spending 10,000 pesos more in 1795 than the standard 40,000, see, 
"[Unsigned] to Gayoso, March 18, 1795," in, DSG, Set 2 Book 11 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal 
Archives in Louisiana, 1941), 395-396. The 40,000 peso annual figures accord with Charles 
Gayerre's estimate that the Spanish in Louisiana spent $300,000 on Indian presents between 1779 
and 1787 ($37,500 per year on average). At this time, the peso and dollar were roughly equivalent. 
Charles Gayarré, History of Louisiana, The Spanish Domination (New York: Redfield, 1854), 192. For 
Ugulayacabé's annual gift see Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People, 290 (fn., 28). Gayoso to 
[Carondelet?], January 8, 1795, in, DSG, Set 2 Book 11 (New Orleans: Survey of Federal Archives 
in Louisiana, 1941), 393; "Gayoso's Account of the Natchez Congress, May 1792," in, Weeks, Paths 
to a Middle Ground, 210. 
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voiced a personal resentment over the extraordinary cost of dealing with Ohio Valley 

Indians. After being humiliated on the battlefield, St. Clair complained that negotiations 

with Native peoples "absorbed all the moneys in my hands" and forced him to obtain 

presents for Indians on "private credit."24 

 Though American diplomats concentrated most of their attention and resources 

on northern Indians, or on the Cherokees and Creeks, the United States did disburse 

limited diplomatic payments to Chickasaws and Choctaws during the 1790s. As was the 

case during the British tenure in West Florida, some Americans found opportunities to 

profit from these efforts. During a brief stint as the American Secretary of War in 1795, 

                                                        

24 For an example of the relatively paltry amount spent by the United States when conducting 
diplomacy with Indians of the Mississippi Valley see, Nichols, Red Gentlemen & White Savages, 49-
53. The preference of Thomas Jefferson and other American leaders to use trade and war, rather 
than diplomacy, to control Indians and extract land cessions is well documented. Jefferson 
famously recommended using trade to run Indians into debt in order to more easily purchase 
land. "Thomas Jefferson to William Henry Harrison, February 27, 1803," Jefferson Papers 
http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0500 (accessed July 28, 2016). For an 
interesting example of the breakaway State of Franklin also pursuing a policy of trade with 
Indians of the Mississippi Valley see, "John [Lovie?] to [Yockenahumo?], August 29, 1786," 
AGI/PC 118, fol. 834. In another letter to Choctaw leader Franchimastabé, [Lovie?] promised that 
his people "make plenty of powder and lead here at my door, good rifle guns and traps to catch 
beavers." "[John Lovie?] to Franchimastabé, [undated, paper torn]," AGI/PC 118, fol. 832. For 
several cases in which the United States did arm Indian allies see, Owens, Red Dreams, White 
Nightmares, 155, 163. "A list of silver ware for the treaty..., April 30, 1793," Timothy Pickering et 
al., The Timothy Pickering Papers, Vol. 59 [microform] (Boston, Mass.: Massachusetts Historical 
Society, 1966), fol. 136. For Lincoln's work on the treaty see, "Journal of a Treaty Held in 1793...," 
in, Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Vol. V. of the Third Series (Boston: John H. 
Eastburn, 1836), 109-176. "Estimate of the Supplies for the Commissioners..., 1793," Pickering, The 
Timothy Pickering Papers, Vol. 59, fols., 276-277. These expenses contributed to St. Clair's eventual 
impoverishment. Smith, ed., The St. Clair Papers, 392-93. See also, Calloway, The Victory with No 
Name, 155. 
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Timothy Pickering asked why the salaries of interpreters for the Cherokees had risen 

fifty percent. In the same letter, he noted receiving information that those "who supply 

on public account Chickasaws and Choctaws charge double the quantities actually 

delivered." Pickering hoped to rid the government of its dependence on "traders who 

concur in such infamous peculations."25  

 Though the Americans distributed little when compared with the British or even 

the Spanish, the poverty of the federal government did at least prevent the United States 

from adequately manning forts and outposts throughout the Mississippi Valley. The 

United States did not take possession of Natchez from the Spanish until 1798 and lacked 

a real military presence in the Lower Valley until the nineteenth century. Prior to the 

early 1800s, disease and starvation stalked American soldiers stationed throughout the 

Mississippi Valley. In a 1790 journal of a journey through portions of the Mississippi and 

Tennessee Valleys, American Major John Doughty reported that "We find all our 

Garrisons starving this Year & every Detachment arrested in its Progress for Want of 

Provision." Native power, Spanish attempts to block American traffic on the Mississippi 

River, and the emigration of many French farmers away from the American Illinois 

country combined to make provisioning American posts in the valley a costly affair. 

Surviving documents from 1799 and 1801 reveal that two of the highest prices paid per 

                                                        

25 "Timothy Pickering to Col. David Henley, May 25, 1795," Timothy Pickering Letters, Edward E. 
Ayer Manuscript Collection, MS 926, folder 7, Newberry Library, Chicago. 
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ration by the United States army were at Mobile and Fort Massac (located on the Ohio 

River several miles to the west of the mouth of the Tennessee River).26  

 As the nineteenth century dawned, Spanish power within the Lower Valley 

rested on a precarious foundation, not because of administrative backwardness and 

lethargy, but despite frequent experimentation and adjustments. Spanish officials in 

Louisiana and West Florida created new policies, tweaked or ignored existing ones, and 

worked assiduously to grow these colonies' populations and economies. Spain survived 

by balancing the hopes, dreams, and fears of a complicated mix of peoples and interest 

groups. Moreover, they did so even though very few loyal Spaniards ever came to call 

Louisiana or West Florida home.  

 Events outside the Lower Valley precipitated the decision by Spain to cede 

Louisiana to France in 1800 through the Treaty of San Ildefonso. Financial, military, and 

political stresses unleashed by nearly a decade of revolution and war in Continental 

Europe and the Caribbean forced Spain to decide on its priorities. Spanish leaders 

                                                        

26 Chapter 6 of, F. Todd Smith, Louisiana and the Gulf South Frontier, 1500-1821 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 2014); Colton Storm, "Up the Tennessee in 1790: The Report of 
Major John Doughty to the Secretary of War," East Tennessee Historical Society's Publications Vol. 17 
(1945): 126; "[Author Unknown] Contract Prices for Northwestern Mississippi Territories, March 
3, 1799," Bentley Historical Library, Fred A. Schmalzriedt Collection, 
http://wardepartmentpapers.org/document.php?id=30667, (accessed August 29, 2016), and, 
[Author Unknown] "List of Contractors for the year 1801...," National Archives and Records 
Administration: Post Revolutionary War Papers, RG94, 
http://wardepartmentpapers.org/document.php?id=41809, (accessed August 29, 2016). For a brief 
history of Fort Massac, see, Norman W. Caldwell, "Fort Massac: The American Frontier Post: 
1778-1805," Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society Vol. 43, no. 4 (Winter 1950): 265-281. 
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decided to align with France against the growing power of Britain, hoping that a French 

Louisiana might protect Mexico at no expense to the Crown. Meanwhile, Napoleon and 

the French hoped to use the Lower Valley to provide Saint-Domingue with wood, food, 

and other expensive provisions, and as a base from which to protect their interests in the 

Caribbean. However, the death of 50,000 French soldiers between 1802 and 1803 at the 

hands of black soldiers under the command of Jean-Jacques Dessalines, and by disease, 

quashed the plans of France and Spain. After failing to recapture Saint-Domingue, 

France saw little use for Louisiana, and decided to turn an expensive liability into an 

economic asset. In the spring of 1803 France sold Louisiana to the United States. Over 

the course of the first decades of the nineteenth century the United States unleashed a 

torrent of white and enslaved immigration into Louisiana. Unlike France, Britain, and 

Spain before, the United States saw little need for close and amicable relationships with 

Choctaws and Chickasaws¾and much need for these nations' lands.27

                                                        

27 For a history of the Haitian Revolution see, Laurent Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The 
Story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004). For 50,000 dead, 
see, ibid., pages 297-298.  
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Conclusion 

 Over the course of the eighteenth century the French, British, and Spanish jostled 

for position within the Lower Valley. Major upheavals struck at regular intervals. France 

left the region in 1763, Britain in 1783, and the Spanish in 1802. However, even as Euro-

American empires came and left the Lower Valley, the Choctaw and Chickasaw nations 

remained. Native nations and European empires each operated within the boundaries 

set by their assets and liabilities. Chickasaws and Choctaws possessed substantial 

military capabilities, but lacked the means to produce needed or desired manufactured 

goods. European empires possessed substantial economic resources, including the 

ability to produce and transport these manufactured items, but lacked the military 

capacity to forcibly remove Native nations from the Lower Valley and establish 

plantation slavery across the breadth of this fertile region. This dissertation argues that 

many of the non-native residents of the Lower Valley learned to operate, and often to 

profit, within this intersection of Native and European systems of power.  

 A series of non-native failures set the stage for the productive navigation of 

overlapping powers by non-native residents of the late eighteenth-century Lower 

Valley. When Europeans first came to the region in substantial numbers they clashed 

violently with many of its Native inhabitants. The French instigated the Natchez War in 

1729 through a foolhardy land grab. During the early 1700s John Law's ambitious 

economic plans also collapsed in dramatic fashion in both France and in Louisiana. 
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Several decades later French leaders unleashed a destructive civil war within the 

Choctaw nation by demanding the execution of notable leader Red Shoes, and by trying 

to control the trade of the entire Choctaw confederation. 

 The outbreak of the Seven Years' War and of Pontiac's War in the mid-1700s 

heralded other European failures that shaped the economies of the Lower Valley. The 

cost of these wars, both in terms of men and money, resulted in Britain's decisions to 

limit the westward expansion of its North American colonies, and to scale back its 

military presence throughout the trans-Appalachian West. British leaders delayed 

territorial expansion through the military conquest of Indians, using diplomacy instead 

to advance their agendas throughout the greater Mississippi Valley.  

 The British learned hard lessons at the hands of Native foes during the 1750s and 

1760s. In Louisiana Spain learned hard lessons at the hands of its formerly French 

subjects during the Rebellion of 1768. As Spain and Britain fought to establish 

themselves within the Lower Valley, Choctaws and Chickasaws reached out to leaders 

of both empires. When the Tunicas and other Native nations residing near the banks of 

the Lower Mississippi River repulsed the British during their first attempt to open up a 

path between West Florida and the Illinois country, the British looked to Choctaws and 

Chickasaws for assistance. Meanwhile, though Spain seemed unable to provide the 

kinds of manufactured goods that they sought, Choctaws and Chickasaws watched the 

fumbling Spanish carefully, waiting to see if the empire might one day be used as a 
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counterbalance to British power and trade. Choctaws and Chickasaws provided critical 

assistance to subjects of both empires during the 1760s. However, Native guides and 

diplomats did not provide help free of charge. Rather, they demanded diplomatic 

payments for their alliance and for their protection of travelers. These demands profited 

non-native subjects of British West Florida and of Spanish Louisiana. Translators, 

rowers, merchants, traders, and others all found their services and goods in demand 

because of Native requests. 

 Spain inherited a large population of Indian traders and merchants when it 

received Louisiana from the French, and Indian traders were among the first British 

colonists to make their way to West Florida after Britain came to the Lower Valley. 

Whether subjects of Spain or Britain, these traders and merchants found plentiful 

opportunities created by imperial diplomacy with Chickasaws and Choctaws. 

Diplomatic payments opened up Native markets to their wares. Diplomatic transfers of 

guns and powder stimulated the Native production of deerskins. Diplomatic demands 

presented by Choctaw and Chickasaw leaders during numerous negotiations created a 

profitable market for the manufactured goods that these merchants and traders 

normally trafficked to Indian customers. Finally, diplomatic crises made occasional 

profiteering at the expense of European empires an option for merchants and traders.  

 When the American Revolution came to the Lower Valley, Chickasaws and 

Choctaws looked to diplomacy as a means by which to replace income lost due to 
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wartime disruptions. Positioned as both potential military threats and potential military 

assets, these nations squeezed precious resources out of British coffers, but without 

risking the lives or lands of their nations in any meaningful quantities. War ruined and 

displaced some Euro-American merchants and traders, but others turned the screws on 

their home empires by securing lucrative contracts to provision Chickasaw and Choctaw 

allies.  

 Indians and Indian traders of the Lower Valley both hoped to continue the 

profitable extraction of resources from European empires after the Revolutionary War. 

Unfortunately, Britain's exit from the region, in combination with concurrent rebellions 

and upheavals across the globe, reduced the resources available to both groups. The 

victorious but impecunious Spanish began concentrating increasingly on the expansion 

of plantation slavery throughout Louisiana and West Florida. Spain did disburse 

diplomatic payments to Choctaws and Chickasaws as well, but at much lower levels 

than had the British. Moreover, Spain pushed many Indian traders out of the deerskin 

trade by granting monopolies to several large firms, and demanded that the Choctaws 

and Chickasaws join in a pan-Indian defensive alliance. Spain also asked for tracts of 

these nations' lands. By the time that the United States replaced Spain as the primary 

non-native power within the Lower Valley in 1803, a British flood of goods had long 

been replaced by a Spanish trickle. Most successful merchants and traders now catered 
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to Euro-American clients or fashioned themselves into plantation owners. Within the 

Lower Valley, the productive exploitation of empires was over. 
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