


THE IROQUOIS.  

The Iroquois were a people far more conspicuous in history, and their institutions are not yet extinct.   In early and recent times, they have been closely studied, and no little light has been cast upon a subject as difficult and obscure as it is curious.   By comparing the statements of observers, old and new, the character of their singular organization becomes sufficiently clear.  

( Among modern students of Iroquois institutions, a place far in advance of all others is due to Lewis H.   Morgan, himself an Iroquois by adoption, and intimate with the race from boyhood.   His work, The League of the Iroquois, is a production of most thorough and able research, conducted under peculiar advantages, and with the aid of an efficient co-laborer, Hasanoanda (Ely S.   Parker), an educated and highly intelligent Iroquois of the Seneca nation.   Though often differing widely from Mr.   Morgan's conclusions, I cannot bear a too emphatic testimony to the value of his researches.   The Notes on the Iroquois of Mr.   H.   R.   Schoolcraft also contain some interesting facts; but here, as in all Mr.   Schoolcraft's productions, the reader must scrupulously reserve his right of private judgment.   None of the old writers are so satisfactory as Lafitau.   His work, relates chiefly to the Iroquois and Hurons: the basis for his account of the former being his own observations and those of Father Julien Garnier, who was a missionary among them more than sixty years, from his novitiate to his death.   )

Both reason and tradition point to the conclusion, that the Iroquois formed originally one undivided people.   Sundered, like countless other tribes, by dissension, caprice, or the necessities of the hunter life, they separated into five distinct nations, cantoned from east to west along the centre of New York, in the following order: Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, Senecas.   There was discord among them; wars followed, and they lived in mutual fear, each ensconced in its palisaded villages.   At length, says tradition, a celestial being, incarnate on earth, counselled them to compose their strife and unite in a league of defence and aggression.   Another personage, wholly mortal, yet wonderfully endowed, a renowned warrior and a mighty magician, stands, with his hair of writhing snakes, grotesquely conspicuous through the dim light of tradition at this birth of Iroquois nationality.   This was Atotarho, a chief of the Onondagas; and from this honored source has sprung a long line of chieftains, heirs not to the blood alone, but to the name of their great predecessor.   A few years since, there lived in Onondaga Hollow a handsome Indian boy on whom the dwindled remnant of the nation looked with pride as their destined Atotarho.   With earthly and celestial aid the league was consummated, and through all the land the forests trembled at the name of the Iroquois.  

The Iroquois people was divided into eight clans.   When the original stock was sundered into five parts, each of these clans was also sundered into five parts; and as, by the principle already indicated, the clans were intimately mingled in every village, hamlet, and cabin, each one of the five nations had its portion of each of the eight clans.    When the league was formed, these separate portions readily resumed their ancient tie of fraternity.   Thus, of the Turtle clan, all the members became brothers again, nominal members of one family, whether Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, or Senecas; and so, too, of the remaining clans.   All the Iroquois, irrespective of nationality, were therefore divided into eight families, each tracing its descent to a common mother, and each designated by its distinctive emblem or totem.   This connection of clan or family was exceedingly strong, and by it the five nations of the league were linked together as by an eightfold chain.  

( With a view to clearness, the above statement is made categorical.   It requires, however, to be qualified.   It is not quite certain, that, at the formation of the confederacy, there were eight clans, though there is positive proof of the existence of seven.   Neither is it certain, that, at the separation, every clan was represented in every nation.   Among the Mohawks and Oneidas there is no positive proof of the existence of more than three clans, the Wolf, Bear, and Tortoise; though there is presumptive evidence of the existence of several others.(Morgan ) 

The eight clans of the Iroquois were as follows: Wolf, Bear, Beaver, Tortoise, Deer, Snipe, Heron, Hawk.   The anonymous author of this document adds a ninth clan, that of the Potato, meaning the wild Indian potato,.   This clan, if it existed, was very inconspicuous, and of little importance.  


Remarkable analogies exist between Iroquois clanship and that of other tribes.   The eight clans of the Iroquois were separated into two divisions, four in each.   Originally, marriage was interdicted between all the members of the same division, but in time the interdict was limited to the members of the individual clans.   Another tribe, the Choctaws, remote from the Iroquois, and radically different in language, had also eight clans, similarly divided, with a similar interdict of marriage.   ( Gallatin, Synopsis )

The Creeks, according to the account given by their old chief, Sekopechi, to Mr.   D.   W.   Eakins, were divided into nine clans, named in most cases from animals: clanship being transmitted, as usual, through the female.   )

The clans were by no means equal in numbers, influence, or honor.   So marked were the distinctions among them, that some of the early writers recognize only the three most conspicuous, those of the Tortoise, the Bear, and the Wolf.   To some of the clans, in each nation, belonged the right of giving a chief to the nation and to the league.   Others had the right of giving three, or, in one case, four chiefs; while others could give none.   As Indian clanship was but an extension of the family relation, these chiefs were, in a certain sense, hereditary; but the law of inheritance, though binding, was extremely elastic, and capable of stretching to the farthest limits of the clan.   The chief was almost invariably succeeded by a near relative, always through the female, as a brother by the same mother, or a nephew by the sister's side.   But if these were manifestly unfit, they were passed over, and a chief was chosen at a council of the clan from among remoter kindred.   In these cases, the successor is said to have been nominated by the matron of the late chief's household.   Be this as it may, the choice was never adverse to the popular inclination.   The new chief was "raised up," or installed, by a formal council of the sachems of the league; and on entering upon his office, he dropped his own name, and assumed that which, since the formation of the league, had belonged to this especial chieftainship.  

The number of these principal chiefs, or, as they have been called by way of distinction, sachems, varied in the several nations from eight to fourteen.   The sachems of the five nations, fifty in all, assembled in council, formed the government of the confederacy.   All met as equals, but a peculiar dignity was ever attached to the Atotarho of the Onondagas.  

There was a class of subordinate chiefs, in no sense hereditary, but rising to office by address, ability, or valor.   Yet the rank was clearly defined, and the new chief installed at a formal council.   This class embodied, as might be supposed, the best talent of the nation, and the most prominent warriors and orators of the Iroquois have belonged to it.   In its character and functions, however, it was purely civil.   Like the sachems, these chiefs held their councils, and exercised an influence proportionate to their number and abilities.  

There was another council, between which and that of the subordinate chiefs the line of demarcation seems not to have been very definite.   The Jesuit Lafitau calls it "the senate.  " Familiar with the Iroquois at the height of their prosperity, he describes it as the central and controlling power, so far, at least, as the separate nations were concerned.   In its character it was essentially popular, but popular in the best sense, and one which can find its application only in a small community.   Any man took part in it whose age and experience qualified him to do so.   It was merely the gathered wisdom of the nation.   Lafitau compares it to the Roman Senate, in the early and rude age of the Republic, and affirms that it loses nothing by the comparison.   He thus describes it: "It is a greasy assemblage, sitting sur leur derrière, crouched like apes, their knees as high as their ears, or lying, some on their bellies, some on their backs, each with a pipe in his mouth, discussing affairs of state with as much coolness and gravity as the Spanish Junta or the Grand Council of Venice.  " 

The young warriors had also their councils; so, too, had the women; and the opinions and wishes of each were represented by means of deputies before the "senate," or council of the old men, as well as before the grand confederate council of the sachems.  

The government of this unique republic resided wholly in councils.   By councils all questions were settled, all regulations established,  social, political, military, and religious.   The war-path, the chase, the council-fire, in these was the life of the Iroquois; and it is hard to say to which of the three he was most devoted.  

The great council of the fifty sachems formed, as we have seen, the government of the league.   Whenever a subject arose before any of the nations, of importance enough to demand its assembling, the sachems of that nation might summon their colleagues by means of runners, bearing messages and belts of wampum.   The usual place of meeting was the valley of Onondaga, the political as well as geographical centre of the confederacy.   Thither, if the matter were one of deep and general interest, not the sachems alone, but the greater part of the population, gathered from east and west, swarming in the hospitable lodges of the town, or bivouacked by thousands in the surrounding fields and forests.   While the sachems deliberated in the council-house, the chiefs and old men, the warriors, and often the women, were holding their respective councils apart; and their opinions, laid by their deputies before the council of sachems, were never without influence on its decisions.  

The utmost order and deliberation reigned in the council, with rigorous adherence to the Indian notions of parliamentary propriety.   The conference opened with an address to the spirits, or the chief of all the spirits.   There was no heat in debate.   No speaker interrupted another.   Each gave his opinion in turn, supporting it with what reason or rhetoric he could command, but not until he had stated the subject of discussion in full, to prove that he understood it, repeating also the arguments, pro and con, of previous speakers.   Thus their debates were excessively prolix; and the consumption of tobacco was immoderate.   The result, however, was a thorough sifting of the matter in hand; while the practised astuteness of these savage politicians was a marvel to their civilized contemporaries.   "It is by a most subtle policy," says Lafitau, "that they have taken the ascendant over the other nations, divided and overcome the most warlike, made themselves a terror to the most remote, and now hold a peaceful neutrality between the French and English, courted and feared by both.  "

Unlike the Hurons, they required an entire unanimity in their decisions.   The ease and frequency with which a requisition seemingly so difficult was fulfilled afford a striking illustration of Indian nature, on one side, so stubborn, tenacious, and impracticable; on the other, so pliant and acquiescent.   An explanation of this harmony is to be found also in an intense spirit of nationality: for never since the days of Sparta were individual life and national life more completely fused into one.  

The sachems of the league were likewise, as we have seen, sachems of their respective nations; yet they rarely spoke in the councils of the subordinate chiefs and old men, except to present subjects of discussion.   Their influence in these councils was, however, great, and even paramount; for they commonly succeeded in securing to their interest some of the most dexterous and influential of the conclave, through whom, while they themselves remained in the background, they managed the debates.  

There was a class of men among the Iroquois always put forward on public occasions to speak the mind of the nation or defend its interests.   Nearly all of them were of the number of the subordinate chiefs.   Nature and training had fitted them for public speaking, and they were deeply versed in the history and traditions of the league.   They were in fact professed orators, high in honor and influence among the people.   To a huge stock of conventional metaphors, the use of which required nothing but practice, they often added an astute intellect, an astonishing memory, and an eloquence which deserved the name.  

In one particular, the training of these savage politicians was never surpassed.   They had no art of writing to record events, or preserve the stipulations of treaties.   Memory, therefore, was tasked to the utmost, and developed to an extraordinary degree.   They had various devices for aiding it, such as bundles of sticks, and that system of signs, emblems, and rude pictures, which they shared with other tribes.   Their famous wampum-belts were so many mnemonic signs, each standing for some act, speech, treaty, or clause of a treaty.   These represented the public archives, and were divided among various custodians, each charged with the memory and interpretation of those assigned to him.   The meaning of the belts was from time to time expounded in their councils.   In conferences with them, nothing more astonished the French, Dutch, and English officials than the precision with which, before replying to their addresses, the Indian orators repeated them point by point.  

It was only in rare cases that crime among the Iroquois or Hurons was punished by public authority.   Murder, the most heinous offence, except witchcraft, recognized among them, was rare.   If the slayer and the slain were of the same household or clan, the affair was regarded as a family quarrel, to be settled by the immediate kin on both sides.   This, under the pressure of public opinion, was commonly effected without bloodshed, by presents given in atonement.   But if the murderer and his victim were of different clans or different nations, still more, if the slain was a foreigner, the whole community became interested to prevent the discord or the war which might arise.   All directed their efforts, not to bring the murderer to punishment, but to satisfy the injured parties by a vicarious atonement.   ( Lalemant, while inveighing against a practice which made the public, and not the criminal, answerable for an offence, admits that heinous crimes were more rare than in France, where the guilty party himself was punished.  ) To this end, contributions were made and presents collected.   Their number and value were determined by established usage.   Among the Hurons, thirty presents of very considerable value were the price of a man's life.   That of a woman's was fixed at forty, by reason of her weakness, and because on her depended the continuance and increase of the population.   This was when the slain belonged to the nation.   If of a foreign tribe, his death demanded a higher compensation, since it involved the danger of war.   These presents were offered in solemn council, with prescribed formalities.   The relatives of the slain might refuse them, if they chose, and in this case the murderer was given them as a slave; but they might by no means kill him, since, in so doing, they would incur public censure, and be compelled in their turn to make atonement.   Besides the principal gifts, there was a great number of less value, all symbolical, and each delivered with a set form of words: as, "By this we wash out the blood of the slain: By this we cleanse his wound: By this we clothe his corpse with a new shirt: By this we place food on his grave": and so, in endless prolixity, through particulars without number.  

( Ragueneau, , gives a description of one of these ceremonies at length.   Those of the Iroquois on such occasions were similar.   Many other tribes had the same custom, but attended with much less form and ceremony.  )

The Hurons were notorious thieves; and perhaps the Iroquois were not much better, though the contrary has been asserted.   Among both, the robbed was permitted not only to retake his property by force, if he could, but to strip the robber of all he had.   This apparently acted as a restraint in favor only of the strong, leaving the weak a prey to the plunderer; but here the tie of family and clan intervened to aid him.   Relatives and clansmen espoused the quarrel of him who could not right himself.  

( The proceedings for detecting thieves were regular and methodical, after established customs.   According to Bressani, no thief ever inculpated the innocent.   )

Witches, with whom the Hurons and Iroquois were grievously infested, were objects of utter abomination to both, and any one might kill them at any time.   If any person was guilty of treason, or by his character and conduct made himself dangerous or obnoxious to the public, the council of chiefs and old men held a secret session on his case, condemned him to death, and appointed some young man to kill him.   The executioner, watching his opportunity, brained or stabbed him unawares, usually in the dark porch of one of the houses.   Acting by authority, he could not be held answerable; and the relatives of the slain had no redress, even if they desired it.   The council, however, commonly obviated all difficulty in advance, by charging the culprit with witchcraft, thus alienating his best friends.  

The military organization of the Iroquois was exceedingly imperfect and derived all its efficiency from their civil union and their personal prowess.   There were two hereditary war-chiefs, both belonging to the Senecas; but, except on occasions of unusual importance, it does not appear that they took a very active part in the conduct of wars.   The Iroquois lived in a state of chronic warfare with nearly all the surrounding tribes, except a few from whom they exacted tribute.   Any man of sufficient personal credit might raise a war-party when he chose.   He proclaimed his purpose through the village, sang his war-songs, struck his hatchet into the war-post, and danced the war-dance.   Any who chose joined him; and the party usually took up their march at once, with a little parched-corn-meal and maple-sugar as their sole provision.   On great occasions, there was concert of action, the various parties meeting at a rendezvous, and pursuing the march together.   The leaders of war-parties, like the orators, belonged, in nearly all cases, to the class of subordinate chiefs.   The Iroquois had a discipline suited to the dark and tangled forests where they fought.   Here they were a terrible foe: in an open country, against a trained European force, they were, despite their ferocious valor, far less formidable.  

In observing this singular organization, one is struck by the incongruity of its spirit and its form.   A body of hereditary oligarchs was the head of the nation, yet the nation was essentially democratic.   Not that the Iroquois were levellers.   None were more prompt to acknowledge superiority and defer to it, whether established by usage and prescription, or the result of personal endowment.   Yet each man, whether of high or low degree, had a voice in the conduct of affairs, and was never for a moment divorced from his wild spirit of independence.   Where there was no property worthy the name, authority had no fulcrum and no hold.   The constant aim of sachems and chiefs was to exercise it without seeming to do so.   They had no insignia of office.   They were no richer than others; indeed, they were often poorer, spending their substance in largesses and bribes to strengthen their influence.   They hunted and fished for subsistence; they were as foul, greasy, and unsavory as the rest; yet in them, withal, was often seen a native dignity of bearing, which ochre and bear's grease could not hide, and which comported well with their strong, symmetrical, and sometimes majestic proportions.  

To the institutions, traditions, rites, usages, and festivals of the league the Iroquois was inseparably wedded.   He clung to them with Indian tenacity; and he clings to them still.   His political fabric was one of ancient ideas and practices, crystallized into regular and enduring forms.   In its component parts it has nothing peculiar to itself.   All its elements are found in other tribes: most of them belong to the whole Indian race.   Undoubtedly there was a distinct and definite effort of legislation; but Iroquois legislation invented nothing.   Like all sound legislation, it built of materials already prepared.   It organized the chaotic past, and gave concrete forms to Indian nature itself.   The people have dwindled and decayed; but, banded by its ties of clan and kin, the league, in feeble miniature, still subsists, and the degenerate Iroquois looks back with a mournful pride to the glory of the past.  

Would the Iroquois, left undisturbed to work out their own destiny, ever have emerged from the savage state? Advanced as they were beyond most other American tribes, there is no indication whatever of a tendency to overpass the confines of a wild hunter and warrior life.   They were inveterately attached to it, impracticable conservatists of barbarism, and in ferocity and cruelty they matched the worst of their race.   Nor did the power of expansion apparently belonging to their system ever produce much result.   Between the years 1712 and 1715, the Tuscaroras, a kindred people, were admitted into the league as a sixth nation; but they were never admitted on equal terms.   Long after, in the period of their decline, several other tribes were announced as new members of the league; but these admissions never took effect.   The Iroquois were always reluctant to receive other tribes, or parts of tribes, collectively, into the precincts of the "Long House.  " Yet they constantly practised a system of adoptions, from which, though cruel and savage, they drew great advantages.   Their prisoners of war, when they had burned and butchered as many of them as would serve to sate their own ire and that of their women, were divided, man by man, woman by woman, and child by child, adopted into different families and clans, and thus incorporated into the nation.   It was by this means, and this alone, that they could offset the losses of their incessant wars.   Early in the eighteenth century, and ever-long before, a vast proportion of their population consisted of adopted prisoners.  

(The Iroquois were at the height of their prosperity about the year 1650.   Morgan reckons their number at this time at 25,000 souls; but this is far too high an estimate.   The author of the Relation of 1660 makes their whole number of warriors 2,200.   Le Mercier, says 2,350.   In the Journal of Greenhalgh, an Englishman who visited them in 1677, their warriors are set down at 2,150.   Du Chesneau, in 1681, estimates them at 2,000; De la Barre, in 1684, at 2,600, they having been strengthened by adoptions.   A memoir addressed to the Marquis de Seignelay, in 1687, again makes them 2,000.   These estimates imply a total population of ten or twelve thousand.  

The anonymous writer of the Relation of 1660 may well remark: "It is marvellous that so few should make so great a havoc, and strike such terror into so many tribes.  " )

It remains to speak of the religious and superstitious ideas which so deeply influenced Indian life.  

