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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores how Albany’s Commissioners for Indian Affairs and
the neighboring Iroquois Nations created and preserved authorities in the New
York/Iroquoia borderlands from the 1690s through the early 1750s, and analyzes how the
effects of this local relationship rippled outwards to influence the indigenous and colonial
world of northeastern North America. Albany’s Commissioners, provincial agents at the
forefront of much of the British Empire’s Indian diplomacy for this time period,
maintained a roster of mostly Dutch colonists despite its existence as a colonial office in
a British colony. This tight web of intermarried Dutch settlers and traders sustained a
continuous conversation with the Iroquois Nations for half a century, relying upon a
shared borderlands diplomatic culture to maintain decorum despite regular friction over
issues such as imperial expansion and trade. These self-created borderlands authorities
established and maintained the New Y ork/Iroquoia borderlands as a primary nexus for
Indian diplomacy in northeastern North America and placed Dutch commissioners and
Iroquoian leaders in important roles in issues affecting other British colonies, other
Indian polities, and even broad imperial processes such as the continuous eighteenth
century contest with New France.

Largely ignored or glossed over by historians, Albany’s Indian Commissioners
and their substantial records provide unique insight into understanding the European-
Indian power relationships in northeastern North America during the first half of the
eighteenth century. This dissertation provides the first sustained study of the Albany

Commissioners as an institution of Indian diplomacy and unlocks new ways of



understanding how the powerful Iroquois Nations interacted with broth provincial and
imperial officials in the era between Dutch New Netherland and Indian Superintendent
William Johnson in the mid-1750s, and fills out a significant, half-century gap in the

colonial history of British North America.



INTRODUCTION

New York City maintains a privileged position in the history of colonial New
York during the eighteenth century. It is not hard to understand this port city’s popularity
and staying power in the historical literature. New York City existed at the forefront of
provincial New York’s economic and population growth while serving as a model for
trends and patterns indicative of a developing British Empire and even the early United
States. By the turn of the eighteenth century, the city served as home to a pluralistic
social order of Dutch, English, French, African, and other peoples who coexisted in a
“tenuous equilibrium” within a “shifting social mosaic,” ! a situation stemming from the
recent transformation of Dutch New Netherland to English New York.?2 While New
York’s provincial population grew more slowly than other colonies, the colony’s
population almost doubled from 40,564 persons in 1723 to 73,348 in 1749, with New
York City existing as the largest settlement.® This diverse population participated in the
expanding British economic empire and consumer culture like other major port cities,
such as Boston and Philadelphia. Two-fifths of the city’s men worked in the mercantile
and maritime trades at the turn of the century, * and as the city’s links to the larger
Atlantic economy grew stronger the settlement became by midcentury “a city of

opportunity.” The city’s denizens also solidified their relationships with the larger

! Joyce D. Goodfriend, Before the Melting Pot: Society and Culture in Colonial New York City, 1664-1730
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 7, 23.

2 Thomas J. Archdeacon, New York City, 1664-1710: Conguest and Change (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1976), 43.

3 Michael Kammen, Colonial New York: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 179-80.

4 Goodfriend, Before the Melting Pot, 66.

5 Thomas M. Truxes, Defying Empire: Trading with the Enemy in Colonial New York (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2008), 27.
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Atlantic economy as consumers. Items such as silk, snuff, perfume, and tea, previously
deemed luxuries, entered the port in ever increasing amounts by the early 1730s, creating
an expanding circle of consumers as well as making the city’s residents increasingly
dependent on London firms.® These demographic, economic, and social trends
increasingly tied eighteenth century New York City to the larger British Atlantic and set
the stage for the city’s preeminent role during the early republic period of the United
States. Adding New York City’s role as provincial capital to the mix makes the
settlement almost irresistible to historians seeking to explore provincial New York’s
relationship with the larger colonial world around it.

While not as populous or cosmopolitan as its counterpart down the Hudson River,
Albany maintained its own unique links to the larger imperial world and served in its own
ways as an important foundation to the future New York as a colony and a state. Albany
existed as the only other settlement incorporated by the colonial government, earning the
status of city from Governor Thomas Dongan in 1686.” While New York City
diversified demographically, Albany remained largely Dutch over the course of the
colonial period, and the Dutch settlers inhabiting the area accepted English social and
legal norms much more slowly. For example, settlers living in and around Albany
declared their wills in English at a much lower rate than those living in Manhattan during
the first half of the eighteenth century.® Albany’s links to the growing Atlantic economy

lay with the settlement’s trading with the continent’s interior Indian populations, most

6 Cathy Matson, Merchants & Empire: Trading in Colonial New York (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1998), 141.

7 Donna Merwick, Possessing Albany, 1630-1710: The Dutch and English Experiences (New Y ork:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 204. Interestingly, Albany’s charter is the oldest city charter still in
existence in what is now the United States.

8 David E. Narrett, Inheritance and Family Life in Colonial New York City (Ithaca and Cooperstown:
Cornell University Press and New York State Historical Association, 1992), 21.
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notably its role as a nexus for the fur trade that gave the settlement its original Dutch
name, Beverwijck. While distant from official institutions of power such as the royal
governor, General Assembly, and Council, all residing in New York City, Albany did
serve as home to one low profile provincial institution that proved critically influential to
local, provincial, and imperial affairs during the first half of the century.

Albany’s Commissioners for Indian Affairs, an inconspicuous gathering of mostly
Dutchmen, presided over a decades-long interaction with a diverse set of Indian polities,
especially the Iroquois Nations, creating a nexus of conversation and influence that
rippled throughout most of northeastern North America for half a century. The
Commissioners, whose cultural roots and Indian diplomatic experience stretched back to
the Dutch era, gained formal recognition as government officials under the tenure of New
York Governor Benjamin Fletcher. In 1696 Fetcher granted Peter Schuyler, Godfrey
Dellius, Dirk Wessels, and Evert Bancker formal commissions to “treat confer and
consult with the Five Indian Nations ... and to hold correspondence with them pursuant
to such instructions as you shall from time to time receive from me, so as by your
endeavors they may be confirmed in their fidelity and allegiance.”® While Fletcher’s
successor, Governor Richard Coote, Earl of Bellomont, made slight changes to the
body’s structure, Fletcher’s commissions created an institution that persisted for over half
a century.'® Although the institution fluctuated from between five and thirty members at

any given time, a core group of seven to twelve members, headed by a Secretary, handled

9 E.B. O’Callaghan, ed., Documents Relative to the Colonial History of the State of New-York; Produced in
Holland, England and France by John Romeyn Broadhead, volume 4 (Albany: Weed, Parsons and
Company, 1854), 177. Hereafter cited as NYCD.

19 Thomas Elliot Norton, The Fur Trade in Colonial New York, 1686-1776 (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1974), 74.
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the daily business of the province’s Indian diplomacy.!! The Commissioners stood town
during a brief hiatus between 1746 and 1750 as local political rivalries allowed Irish
settler William Johnson to serve as sole provincial Indian official.!? After a brief but
weak revival of the institution, the Commissioners ultimately yielded their control of
Indian affairs in 1755 to William Johnson and his new role as royally appointed Indian
superintendent for the northern colonies.'* During this half century, Albany’s
Commissioners for Indian Affairs left an indelible mark on the histories of the New
York/Iroquoia borderlands, provincial New York, and the continental British Empire.

The Iroquois Nations, or the Haudenosaunee, served a critical role in the
development and functioning of the Albany Commissioners by providing a powerful and
sovereign indigenous neighbor that both challenged and supported the borderlands
influence of the Indian officials. White Iroquoian peoples predated Dutch settlement in
what is now upstate New York by some time, anthropologist William Fenton notes that
“ethnic entities ancestral to the historic Five Nations” emerged only after 1400, and the
contemporary Confederation as late as the mid sixteenth century.'* While part of a
single, larger confederation, each of the Iroquois Nations — Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga,
Cayuga, and Seneca — maintained significant sovereignty at both the nation and village
level. The Mohawks, the closest nation to the early seventeenth-century Dutch

settlements in the Hudson River Valley, served as the earliest Iroquoian trading and

' Timothy J. Shannon, Indians and Colonists at the Crossroads of Empire: The Albany Congress of 1754
(Tthaca and Cooperstown: Cornell University Press and New York State Historical Association, 2002), 29.
12 David Arthur Armour, The Merchants of Albany, New York: 1686-1760 (New York: Garland Publishing
Inc., 1986), 212-4.; Shannon, Indians and Colonists at the Crossroads of Empire, 46.

13 Armour, Merchants of Albany, 217-8.

14 William N. Fenton, The Great Law and the Longhouse: A Political History of the Iroquois Confederacy
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998), 129. Fenton stresses that such dates are necessarily
approximate, and points out that other researchers believe formation occurred even later.
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diplomatic partners with the settlers at Fort Orange and Beverwijck.!> This relationship,
despite many growing pains, persisted into the era of English New York when New
Netherland changed hands in 1664 during the Second Anglo-Dutch War. The other,
more western, [roquois nations found themselves increasingly drawn into Albany’s orbit
at the end of the seventeenth century as England’s rising imperial rivalry with France
expanded New York’s role under new imperial priorities absent during the Dutch period.
Generally speaking, however, the far western Senecas tended to ally more closely with
French interests given their proximity to Canada. As this dissertation explores, the
Commissioners thus tended to deal with the Senecas over issues of French influence,
such as missionaries and smiths, while the nearby Mohawks conversed about British
trade and expansion. With the arrival and incorporation of the Tuscaroras in 1722, the
Iroquois Confederacy grew to six nations, a shape it kept until 1776 when the American
Revolutionary crisis split the Confederacy over whether to support the British or the
revolutionaries.'® During the tenure of the Albany Commissioners as a formal institution,
the Iroquois nations, often collectively but sometimes singularly, maintained continuous
contact with the Commissioners over issues of diplomacy, war, trade, and other matters
important to both groups of borderlands denizens.

Albany’s Commissioners, as the formally appointed institution for Indian
diplomacy in New York from the 1690s to the 1740s, maintained a unique venue of
cross-cultural interaction that allowed local voices, both colonial and indigenous, to

shape the world around them. Such a study is significant because it incorporates an

15 Allen W. Trelease, Indian Affairs in Colonial New York: The Seventeenth Century (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1997), 115.
16 Dean R. Snow, The Iroquois (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), 151.
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outlying borderlands area into the larger colonial and imperial story without sacrificing
the uniqueness and peripheral nature of the borderlands environment. The Albany
Commissioners for Indian Affairs existed as a hybrid institution, drawing authority and
stability from its formal commissions granted by New York’s governors and a powerful
legitimacy from the nearby Iroquois Nations who chose to deal with them on a regular
basis. Their meetings exhibited a mixture of cultures, not just in the ethnicities of those
people present but in the diplomacy itself, ink and paper coexisting with wampum and
gifts. Straddling this line between European and Indian, Albany’s Commissioners and
their Iroquois neighbors were perfectly poised to amplify their influence and ideas so
they rippled outward from the New York/Iroquoia borderlands. Moreover, these voices
originated from non-British peoples in and around a British Empire, a telling indicator of
the variety of sources of influence in imperial policies.

The everyday realities of colonial life, be they local trade issues, a governor’s
provincial defense duties, or interimperial conflicts with French Canada, played out in the
borderlands arena and in the lives of its denizens. Both Iroquois leaders and Albany’s
Commissioners boldly pursued diplomatic, political, and economic matters they deemed
critical to protecting objectives they valued. The Iroquois Nations sought to solidify their
political, military, and economic sovereignty in a North American world increasingly
polarized between French and British powers. Albany’s Commissioners pursued peace
and security for New York and other British settlements often wracked with violence. In
doing so, both sets of actors projected their influence into the immediate borderlands
arena and throughout much of northeastern North America, encompassing both European

and Indian settlements. The denizens of the New York/Iroquoia borderlands thus
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exhibited an influence on the world around them less attainable in other areas that lacked
a stable, experienced institution like the Albany Commissioners and their Dutch/Indian
diplomatic roots in New Netherland. The conversations between this regional body and
its Iroquois neighbors thus maintained a smoothly functioning borderlands arena, far
from colonial centers of official power and authority. This was, essentially, a perfect
example of how regional voices contributed to the proper functioning of empire by
blurring the distinctions between center and periphery.

This dissertation explores the interactions between Albany’s Indian
Commissioners and the Iroquois Nations, demonstrating that the two formed a continuous
and nuanced conversation reflecting both respect and tension over the first half of the
eighteenth century. Together, these Iroquoian and Dutch actors formed relationships that
served as an important node for Indian diplomacy in northeastern North America that
provided a critical context for understanding issues ranging from local trade to imperial
borders. In addition, this study explores significant themes of politics, power and
influence, intercultural relations, and the process by which the British Empire maintained
important connections with indigenous polities in the eighteenth century. In doing so this
dissertation engages the existing historical literature at several points.

Most importantly, this dissertation brings the Albany Commissioners for Indian
affairs into the historical spotlight, providing a sustained study of the body and how it
projected its influence into the colonial world around it. Such an analysis is important
because the Commissioners spearheaded not only New York’s Indian affairs for half a
century but also influenced the Indian affairs of other British colonies over the same time.

The literature requires this concentrated study to uncover a full understanding of how

9



New York’s provincial body of mostly-Dutch Indian commissioners, along with the
powerful Iroquois Nations to the west, fundamentally shaped Indian diplomacy for half a
century by pursuing their own objectives. Only three published works treat the Albany
Commissioners as an institution worthy of attention in any detail but all leave most
ground open for further exploration. Thomas Norton’s 1974 The Fur Trade in Colonial
New York, 1686-1776 parallels this dissertation by asserting that Albany’s
Commissioners for Indian Affairs purposely shaped imperial policy through their
relationships with the Iroquois and other Indians. He argues that the Commissioners and
other fur traders maintained positive relations with the Iroquois and thus kept New York
safely from the worst aspects of several eighteenth-century wars, a protection that
certainly would have been absent if “farmers and expansionists” had settled the area.!’
Norton’s work provides the important argument that Albany’s Dutch Commissioners and
traders could affect the larger imperial processes around them, but does so through the
single lens of the fur trade. Norton leaves much to be explored and uncovered, and while
studies the Commissioners’ history significantly, his work as a whole focuses on trade.
The present dissertation provides a more expansive understanding than Norton by
asserting that Albany’s Commissioners exhibited the ability of a regional institution to
exert its influence outside of just regional economic circles. Such a study provides a
more complete understanding of the Commissioners as local actors that projected their
voices into imperial realms.

David Armour’s published dissertation from 1986, The Merchants of Albany, New

York: 1686-1760, likewise provides a useful launching pad for a more sustained

17 Norton, Fur Trade in Colonial New York, 222-3.
10



exploration of Albany’s Commissioners and New York’s Indian diplomacy. Armour
explores Albany’s economic history over much of the colonial period and ultimately
concludes that despite political opposition from William Johnson and others, the
Commissioners “nevertheless conducted affairs with vision and ability.”'® While Armour
allows the Commissioners’ story to unfold, especially in the 1740s, he follows Norton in
by exploring their actions almost entirely in the context of their positions as traders and
merchants. This likewise provides only a partial understanding of the Commissioners,
not fully exploring their substantial roles as diplomats, negotiators, and provincial
officials. Albany’s Commissioners were not merely traders, but also important provincial
officials with an imperial scope to their activities.

Lastly, Jon Parmenter’s 2007 essay “Onenwahatirighsi Sa Gentho
Skaghnughtudigh’: Reassessing Haudenosaunee Relations with the Albany
Commissioners of Indian Affairs, 1723-1755” serves as the only recent study of Albany’s
Commissioners, as Norton’s and Armour’s work are several decades old. Parmenter
recognizes the institution’s importance by arguing that the Albany Commissioners
“represented a key component of Haudenosaunee foreign relations during the eighteenth
century,” and proceeds to provide useful statistical data concerning individual
Commissioners and their tenures of office.'® Much like Norton and Armour, however,
Parmenter utilizes a study of the Commissioners to further a specific end, in this case the

efficacy of eighteenth century Iroquois diplomatic efforts, rather than to understand the

18 Armour, Merchants of Albany, 219.

19 Jon W. Parmenter, “‘Onenwahatirighsi Sa Gentho Skaghnughtudigh’: Reassessing Haudenosaunee
Relations with the Albany Commissioners of Indian Affairs, 1723-1755,” in English Atlantics Revisited:
Essays Honouring Professor lan K. Steele, ed. Nancy L. Rhoden (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2007), 237, 240-3.
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multiple roles of the Commissioners in diplomacy and politics. Additionally, Parmenter
focuses on only part of the institution’s lifetime due to unique restrictions concerning the
primary source records, as will be explored later in this introduction. This dissertation
confronts Parmenter’s work by extending his ideas to include the Albany Commissioners
as important provincial and, in many ways, imperial agents.

Taken together, all three of these works recognize the importance of Albany’s
Commissioners in eighteenth-century Indian diplomacy, an important parallel to this
dissertation and an important common theme. However, all three use their studies to
better contextualize their own areas of interest — economics and Iroquois diplomacy — and
do not treat the Commissioners as the topic of study itself, with only Parmenter
approaching that end. Thus, this leaves important questions unanswered about the
Commissioners’ activities for half a century, most notably a complete picture of their
roles outside those of fur traders and merchants. This dissertation explores these issues
and argues for a greater understanding and appreciation for how influential the institution
was in shaping not just the New York/Iroquoia borderlands, but also colonial New York,
and the larger British Empire in northeastern North America. Albany’s Commissioners
for Indian Affairs, despite its role as a regional body, maintained a continuous
conversation with their Iroquois neighbors that cut across many areas of borderlands and
imperial life.

This dissertation also intersects with the historical literature concerning how the
Iroquois Nations conducted and maintained diplomatic relationships in the first half of
the eighteenth century. Such a topic is critical to understanding New York’s Indian

diplomacy because neither side — the Iroquois nations nor the Albany Commissioners —
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existed in a vacuum. This dissertation argues that the Iroquois functioned as part of a
mutual conversation, and studying just half of that conversation provides an incomplete
picture of borderlands diplomacy. Unfortunately, many recent books do just this,
exploring the topic of Iroquois diplomacy during this period and with insight, but without
providing sufficient context.

Respectful treatments of Iroquoian history and diplomacy are relatively new. As
late as the mid-twentieth century some historians still referred to the Iroquois and other
Indians as “savages,” such as George Hunt in his book The Wars of the Iroquois,
originally published in 1940.° More recent works, too numerous to list completely, have
reversed this trend, utilizing ethnohistorical methods to explore the colonial experiences
of the Five Nations.?! Many of these books focus on diplomatic history, such as Timothy
Shannon’s 2008 Iroquois Diplomacy on the Early American Frontier.** The book covers
the period from the late seventeenth to the late eighteenth centuries, half of which
witnessed the existence of Albany’s Commissioners as New York’s official negotiators
of Indian diplomacy. Despite this overlap, Shannon’s work rarely mentions Albany’s
Commissioners, not even granting an index entry to the institution heading Indian affairs
for the Iroquois’ closest colonial ally for such a long period of time. In Shannon’s story,

the Iroquois interact with indistinct colonial and imperial powers that move in and out of

20 George T. Hunt, The Wars of the Iroquois: A Study in Intertribal Trade Relations (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1972), 35. Hunt even seems to subscribe to phrenology, claiming that “Huron mental
capacity was undoubtedly great, their cranial capacity exceeding that of all other American aborigines.”
Hunt, Wars of the Iroquois, 41.

2! Notable examples not already cited include, but are certainly not limited to: Daniel K. Richter, The
Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the Era of European Colonization (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992); José Antonio Brandao, “ ‘Your fyre shall burn no more’:
Iroquois Policy toward New France and Its Native Allies to 1701 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
2000); Francis Jennings, et al., eds., The History and Culture of Iroquois Diplomacy: An Interdisciplinary
Guide to the Treaties of the Six Nations and Their League (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1995).

22 Timothy J. Shannon, Iroquois Diplomacy on the Early American Frontier (New York: Viking, 2008).

13



the narrative, the Five Nations existing in a spotlight that seems to function as a barrier
between them and the colonial Indian officials around them. Without exploring the long
term connections between specific institutions Shannon provides only a partial portrait of
Iroquois diplomacy. Richard Aquila’s The Iroquois Restoration, originally published in
1983, likewise downplays the importance of this long-lived institution that provided
critical context for Iroquois diplomacy.?> While Aquila does refer often to the
Commissioners at several points, his treatment still relegates the institution to the
background, making the Commissioners almost passive members of what was really a
lively and vigorous interaction.

In another recent example, Jon Parmenter’s 2010 book At the Edge of the Woods
explores “the capacity of the [Iroquois] League to pursue independent foreign relations in
the context of an intensifying Anglo-French contest for empire.”** This premise is
entirely accurate, and while only the tail end of his study covers years when the
Commissioners existed as an institution, his diplomatic story utilizes only meetings with
New York’s governors. Gubernatorial meetings with the Iroquois occurred only
occasionally, with the Commissioners serving as the point of continuous contact. By
obscuring the latter Parmenter also provides only a partial story of Iroquois diplomacy,
perhaps over-emphasizing the role of New York’s executive in Indian affairs during the
1690s. The conversation between Albany’s Commissioners and the Iroquois Nations

served as a foundation of the Iroquoian diplomatic experience with New York, and this

23 Richard Aquila, The Iroquois Restoration: Iroquois Diplomacy on the Colonial Frontier, 1701-1754
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987). Unlike Shannon, Aquila recognizes the Commissioners as
important enough to deserve an index entry.

24 Jon Parmenter, The Edge of the Woods: Iroquoia, 1534-1701 (East Lansing: Michigan State University
Press, 2010), 210.
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dissertation uncovers that interaction. Perhaps more importantly, both the Iroquois and
the Commissioners benefited from the unique relationship, using the other to legitimate
its own authority and influence to speak and act in borderlands circles. Neither the
Iroquois nor the Commissioners existed in a vacuum, and understanding their relationship
sheds light onto the diplomatic history of both groups.

This dissertation also addresses questions concerning the sources of authority and
influence in the borderlands realms abutting colonial settlements, a topic represented in
the existing historical literature. This study’s focus on the Albany Commissioners and
Iroquois uncovers just how influential both groups were in the realms of Indian
diplomacy throughout northeastern North America despite living in a so-called periphery.
Such a recognition is important because it highlights how borderlands actors could shape
their own lives outside of control from distant sources of authority and in turn could use
their local influence to project changes to the colonial and borderlands world around
them. While unable to fundamentally reshape imperial matters, the Albany
Commissioners and their Iroquois neighbors, often through their own initiatives,
facilitated the movement of words, ideas, and even people that allowed the British and
French empires to exist and function. By making their own decisions the Commissioners
and Iroquois added a borderlands flavor to an imperial conflict. This dissertation blurs
the boundaries between center and periphery in northeastern North America, as often
influence emanated from the peripheries themselves. Two very recent books address
these issues but leave plenty of room open for additional exploration.

David Preston, in his 2009 work The Texture of Contact, provides valuable insight

into this idea of the borderlands as themselves centers of influence but downplays the
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importance of the Commissioners and Iroquois diplomats. Preston explores “cultural
interactions between Europeans and Indian settler communities, with a particular
geographic focus on the frontiers of the Iroquois Confederacy,” ultimately concluding
that “frontier inhabitants made sense of their worlds primarily through the face-to-face
human relationships they formed.” Such an observation is entirely astute, but Preston
continues by stating that “mediators and the governments they represented were often
peripheral to events taking place on the frontiers.” >> While the study of informal contact
between the Iroquois and colonists is important, this dissertation confronts Preston’s
assertion that formal interactions (such as those with the Albany Commissioners) were
geographically or systemically separate from activities on the periphery. The ideas of
“government officials” and “borderlands environment” were not mutually exclusive, as
Albany’s Commissioners were both denizens of the Albany/Iroquoia borderlands and
duly commissioned provincial officers. As such, this dissertation tempers Preston’s
proposed ordering of geography and official power.

Gail MacLeitch also explores topics of borderlands influence and decision making
in her 2011 book Imperial Entanglements. Like Preston, MacLeitch absolutely
understands how peripheral areas can originate influence and agency. She states, “empire
was not a rigid structure imposed from above but a series of processes and negotiations
shaped by various interest groups,” going on to assert that “imperial forms emanating

from the core were renegotiated on the frontiers of empire with the Iroquois playing a

2 David L. Preston The Texture of Contact: European and Indian Settler Communities on the Frontier of
Iroquoia, 1667-1783 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 4-5, 10.
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deciding role.”*® MacLeitch’s work, however, focuses on how Iroquois societies
changed over the course of the eighteenth century in terms of cultural and economic
indicators, such as Iroquoian peoples becoming increasingly enmeshed in European
economies as producers, laborers, and consumers, especially along what she terms a
“gender frontier.” She makes reference to the Albany Commissioners, but only at the
very end of the institution’s existence and only in passing. Her book thus provides an
excellent opportunity for this dissertation to further explore the established idea of
borderlands influence but in new directions that include the important institution of the
Commissioners.

Matthew Dennis, in his book Cultivating a Landscape of Peace, introduces useful
ideas of how the Iroquois Nations viewed their own identity in relation to the
seventeenth-century experiences they had with early Dutch and French settlers. By
exploring the “new cultural history” of the Iroquois, Dutch, and French, Dennis asks why
the Dutch were able to form such a positive and lasting relationship with the Iroquois
while French experiences were halting and incomplete. He ultimately claims that “each
group experienced a peculiar new world and fashioned its own particular history, at the
same time that they all commingled and constructed the complex New World they were
forced to share."?’” Such an insight provides a useful background for this dissertation’s
focus on the Iroquois and their relationships with the Albany Commissioners. While this

dissertation stays mostly within the eighteenth century, Dennis’ seventeenth-century

26 Gail D. MacLeitch, Imperial Entanglements: Iroquois Change and Persistence on the Frontiers of
Empire (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 2.

27 Matthew Dennis, Cultivating a Landscape of Peace: Iroquois-European Encounters in Seventeenth-
Century America (Ithaca and Cooperstown: Cornell University Press and New York State Historical
Association, 1995), 2-3.
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study legitimates the idea that the Iroquois maintained sovereignty over how they chose
to interpret the changing world around them, a necessary component to this dissertation’s
exploration of two independent bodies interacting as equals in the New York/Iroquoia
borderlands. The Iroquois faced significant demographic, cultural, and social upheavals,
but preserved the ability to interpret them.

This dissertation also adds to the historiography’s current understanding of the
Dutch in the Atlantic world and their ability to shape the British Empire from the
periphery. The Netherlands’ activities in the seventeenth and eighteenth-century Atlantic
largely represented “non-territorially based trade,” a term historian Jaap Jacobs contrasts
with the more traditional “settlement” understanding of colonial activity.?® Other than
brief forays into Brazil and the Hudson River valley, the Dutch Empire’s land holdings
remained restricted to a handful of small Caribbean colonies. Dutch colonial activity,
however, expanded in the Atlantic due to their open trading with the colonies of the
French, Spanish, and English empires. Christian Koot, in his 2011 book Empire at the
Periphery, offers a unique understanding of this concept that opens up additional
contributions by this dissertation. Koot contends that the seventeenth-century English
colonies of Barbados, New York, and the Leeward Islands can best be understood as
participating in “transnational communities,” where “fluid, flexible, transnational, and
often illicit ... trade ... provided material benefit to fragile colonies,” ultimately
providing a stability that English trade could not provide on its own. Essentially, this

“earlier culture” of interimperial trade solidified the seventeenth-century English empire

28 Jaap Jacobs, The Colony of New Netherland: A Dutch Settlement in Seventeenth-Century America
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009), 19.
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due to the actions of Dutchmen on the periphery of empire.?” The present dissertation
adds to Koot’s understanding of Dutch influence on the edges of the British Empire, but
does so in terms of Indian diplomacy instead of interimperial trade. Just as the Dutch
traders of the seventeenth century provided the necessary expertise in Atlantic trade that
solidified the English Empire economically, the Albany’s Dutch Commissioner provided
the necessary experience in Indian diplomacy that helped protect the British Empire in
the eighteenth century. The Albany Commissioners were sanctioned officials, while the
Dutch traders in Koot’s work remained outlaws to English law, but the larger idea of
Dutchmen shaping the British world from the periphery of empire remains central. This
dissertation thus adds depth to the non-traditional nature of Dutch involvement in the
colonial Atlantic world.

By downplaying the importance, or even basic existence, of the Albany
Commissioners for Indian Affairs, these works leave open many questions for this
dissertation to explore. Importantly, recognizing the importance of the mostly-Dutch
institution and the conversations it held with indigenous populations highlights the chorus
of non-British voices that shaped the British colonial world in the eighteenth century. As
this dissertation will show, Albany’s Commissioners exerted significant sway on Indian
diplomacy around New York and as far away as the Great Lakes, New England, and
Virginia. Given its half century existence, and coupled with the importance of Indian
diplomacy to larger imperial goals, such an influential body left an indelible mark on the
British colonial world. The fact that these men were Dutch, and mostly conversing with

Iroquoian peoples, uncovers exactly how much the British colonial realm relied on

2 Christian J. Koot, Empire at the Periphery: British Colonists, Anglo-Dutch Trade, and the Development
of the British Atlantic, 1621-1713 (New York: New York University Press, 2011), 3, 5-6, 227.
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conversations between non-British peoples. Moreover, this dissertation uncovers a
period of New York’s colonial Indian diplomacy largely relegated to footnotes and
passing references. With the exceptions of Norton, Armour, and Parmenter, historians of
New York’s Indian diplomacy have either taken an Iroquois-centered approach, or focus
on the much more glamorous figure of William Johnson during the later Seven Years’
War era due to his involvement in the definitive colonial war of the eighteenth century.
A venerable dearth thus exists in the historical literature for how colonial New York
pursued Indian diplomacy from the 1690s until 1755. By helping to fill that hole, this
dissertation subsequently allows for a greater understanding of Iroquois diplomacy for
half a century, as well as provides insight into the larger context surrounding Johnson’s
tenure as Indian Superintendent. This dissertation answers questions of how Albany’s
Commissioners interacted with other branches of New York’s provincial government.
Many authors focus just on the Commissioners’ downfall in the late 1740s and early
1750s, highlighting the institution’s conflict with Governor George Clinton specifically.
However, no works have explored the Commissioners’ relationship with the province’s
governors or the General Assembly on an institutional level. This dissertation explores
and answers these questions.

This dissertation explores these and other themes over the course of six
substantive chapters. Chapters 2 through 5 explore the conversations between the Albany
Commissioners and the Iroquois Nations in the contexts of an ever expanding series of
concentric circles: local borderlands, provincial New York, other British colonies and
Indian polities, and finally French Canada. Two additional chapters bookend this central

core, tying the era of the Albany Commissioners to the larger colonial chronology.
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Chapter 1 provides the critical context of the Commissioners’ roots in the Dutch New
Netherland era, while chapter 6 links the Commissioners to William Johnson and his rise
as the royally-appointed Indian superintendent for the northern colonies. This
dissertation purposely follows such a thematic organizational method to better understand
the significant role the Iroquois and Commissioners played in the local, regional, and
imperial contexts of the British Empire. A simple chronological narrative would obscure
the larger patterns of borderlands diplomacy. For example, in any given year, the Albany
Commissioners discussed issues ranging from local trading conflicts to spies and troop
movements in French Canada. This constant and continuous blending of subjects and
contexts serves to prevent a focus on fully understanding any of them unless they are
consolidated and presented together in a single analysis. As such, issues concerning the
Commissioners’ relationship with the provincial General Assembly, for example, become
much clearer when explored together, as opposed to peppering them throughout a single
narrative that includes meetings about local rum abuse, letters to other colonial
governors, and messages to spies and translators sent into Iroquoia. This dissertation
admittedly sacrifices immediate context to specific examples as a result, but its goal is to
provide a thematic understanding of the Commissioners and their interactions with the
Iroquois, not a day-to-day journal.

Readers can treat each of these six chapters as a standalone essay with its own
internal argument tied to the unique context of that specific chapter. Taken together,
however, these six chapters combine to provide a single, thorough study concerning how
actively the Commissioners and Iroquois inserted themselves into the various contextual

backgrounds of a borderlands and colonial world. Chapter 1 establishes the Dutch roots
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of the settlers and traders that would eventually comprise the formal institution known as
the Albany Commissioners for Indian Affairs. Early Dutch traders formed a tenuous but
respectful relationship with the Iroquois, especially the nearby Mohawks. Foretelling the
future relationship between the Iroquois and the Commissioners, the early Dutch and
Mohawks maintained such a close relationship because it was mutually advantageous to
both parties. In doing so, the Dutch settlers developed an understanding of borderlands
diplomacy that the early English governors eagerly utilized from 1660s to the 1680s.
This chapter employs a group biography and analysis to argue that a relatively small
cadre of mostly Dutch men served as a core of to the Albany Commissioners,
maintaining professional and familial ties with one another and the Dutch past. Thus, a
small, interconnected family of Dutchmen served as New York’s formal negotiations of
Indian diplomacy for half a century.

Chapter 2 introduces the Albany/Iroquoian borderlands world of the early
eighteenth century and the diplomatic and personal relationships that existed between
some of its most important actors. A common diplomatic culture of respect, ceremony,
and procedure existed between the Albany Commissioners and the Iroquois that served as
a foundation for continuous contact from the 1690s to the 1740s. Despite this shared
culture of borderlands affairs, significant local issues served as points of contention
between Dutch and Iroquoian actors. Matters of trading, land sales, and differing views
of Iroquoian sovereignty all offered arenas for a clash of interests between the provincial
officials and visiting diplomats from Iroquois nations, an abrupt and noticeable
juxtaposition with the largely quiet and respectful meetings in Albany. The chapter
argues that the Albany Commissioners and Iroquoian diplomats, despite these
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contentious points, maintained a respectful and common culture of diplomacy because
both sides required the presence and interaction of the other to legitimate their own
influence and authority in borderlands affairs.

This dissertation’s third chapter explores the Iroquois Nations and Albany
Commissioners in the context of two of New York’s other provincial offices, the royal
governor and the General Assembly. The Governor and Assembly both participated in
Indian diplomacy and borderlands affairs, but in very different ways, maintaining unique
relationships to Albany’s Commissioners and visiting Iroquois diplomats. New York’s
governors, while sometimes visiting Albany to meet with visitors from the Five Nations,
still relied heavily on the Albany Commissioners for the proper functioning of the
colony’s Indian affairs. The Commissioners served as sources of information for a
governor, modified and questioned his instructions, and often took the initiative in
making important decisions themselves. Iroquois diplomats utilized these occasional
executive visits to Albany to access a direct line of communication to the British Crown.
The provincial Assembly, on the other hand, often shaped the larger context of Indian
diplomacy through its powers of legislation and the purse, molding the world in which
the Albany Commissioners and Iroquois Nations interacted. Albany’s Commissioners
relied on the Assembly for funding and laws relevant to their duties as borderlands
diplomats, and the Five Nations often found themselves targets of legislation that would
shape important aspects of their lives. This chapter ultimately argues that these two
institutions served as vital links between the borderlands world of the Albany
Commissioners and the Five Nations and the larger Atlantic world, precluding the former

from developing isolated from the larger continental and imperial realms.
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Chapter 4 expands the scope of the dissertation from the single colony of New
York to other colonies and Indian polities in and around the British continental empire.
A close study of the Commissioners’ minutes uncovers how far the institution projected
its lines of communication and influence. Each individual colony handled its own Indian
affairs in the decades before the rise of royally appointed Indian officers for the northern
and southern colonies in the 1750s. Despite this decentralized model, Albany’s
Commissioners participated in other colonies’ Indian affairs ranging from New England
to Virginia, sometimes as requested by colonial governors and sometimes through the
Commissioners’ own initiative. Similarly, while the Iroquois Nations existed as the
Commissioners’ primary indigenous diplomatic partners, the Albany Commissioners
maintained close contact with Indians as far west as the Great Lakes and as far south as
the Chesapeake and its hinterland. The Iroquois Nations likewise maintained a wide web
of communication and diplomacy, incorporating a diverse number of British colonies and
Indian polities into its diplomatic orbit. This chapter closes by contending that
northeastern North American Indian diplomacy, despite its officially decentralized
structure, is best understood as a web with an important nexus at Albany. Albany was
not the only node in the borderlands diplomatic web, but its importance suggests an early
trend toward centralization of Indian diplomacy in northern New York predating William
Johnson’s royal appointment as Indian superintendent for the northern colonies in the
1750s.

The fifth chapter explores the relationships between the Albany Commissioners
and the Five Nations in the context the continental rivalry between the British and French

empires over the course of the eighteenth century and the proximity of French Canada.
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While abstract imperial plans and objectives may have originated in colonial or European
capitals, they partially played out in the New York/Iroquoia borderlands and thus opened
opportunity for local actors to participate in, and even sometimes shape, these larger
processes. Albany’s Commissioners, as officials at the forefront of Indian diplomacy,
often took initiative in matters regarding Britain’s conflict with French Canada. While
most of these decisions were relatively minor, the Commissioners still acted as
independent borderlands agents within the larger maelstrom of imperial rivalry,
prioritizing their role as sole arbiters of Indian diplomacy in the face of French
encroachments. Moreover, the Iroquois Nations utilized the contentious backdrop of the
eighteenth century imperial conflicts to maintain their diplomatic independence and
freedom to deal with any colonial power they chose. Ultimately, this chapter highlights
how the Dutch Commissioners and Iroquoian Five Nations existed as important and
independent actors in the larger context of continental empires, underscoring the agency
of non-British peoples in a British Empire. Furthermore, this analysis blurs the lines
between centers and peripheries as sources and recipients of authority and influence, once
again suggesting a greater centralization of Indian affairs in colonial New York before
the rise of William Johnson in the 1750s.

Lastly, Chapter 6 addresses the decline of the Albany Commissioners during the
mid-1740s and the rise of William Johnson, first as provincial Indian agent and then as
royally-appointed superintendent of the northern colonies. The chapter argues that the
Albany Commissioners and William Johnson, despite these institutional differences,
actually shared many of the same experiences in their personal and professional lives.

All of these men, regardless of whether they earned a commission from a provincial
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governor or the British Crown, faced the same advantages and obstacles inherent to the
borderlands world of the eighteenth century. For example, they both participated in land
speculation, faced the same rigors and requirements to be successful borderlands
diplomats, and existed as non-English outsiders on the fringes of a British Empire. In
sum, Johnson and the Commissioners were in many ways more similar than different.
This chapter contends that Johnson holds a more positive place in historical memory due
to his serving during the definitive Seven Years’ War while his predecessors served
during the more ambiguous wars earlier in the century. The chapter closes by
recognizing the Albany Commissioners and their strong connections to both their Dutch
trader predecessors and their Irish immigrant successor. Clearly, a common set of
experiences faced any Indian officials in the New York/Iroquoia borderlands, regardless
of where they drew their formal authority.

The Albany Commissioners maintained a detailed manuscript record of their
meetings over these several decades, providing the intricate, day-to-day details of Indian
diplomacy that serve as the foundation of these six chapters. The minutes originally
existed in several quires until 1751 when lawyer James Alexander bound them into four
large folio volumes.?® Three different primary sources provide access to these minutes,
but in very different ways. First, only the latter two volumes of the original minutes exist
in archives, and have been available by microfiche for decades. Jon Parmenter and

Cornell University have recently digitized these volumes, granting researchers high

30 Michael Kammen, introduction to The History of the Province of New York, volume 1: From the First
Discovery to the Year 1732, by William Smith, Jr. (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1972), Ixii.
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resolution images of the approximately 1,800 original manuscript pages still extant.>!

These two volumes only cover the years following 1723 and despite their truncated
chronology provide the most direct source for the conversations between Albany’s
Commissioners, visiting Iroquois diplomats, and other Indian leaders. Commissioners
recorded the resolutions of their meetings, letters to New York’s governors and other
colonial officials, and words and actions, often verbatim, of visiting Indian delegates.
They opened each daily meeting, and sometimes several meetings a day, with a roll call
of names at the heading of each page. Such roll calls allow for insight into participation
patterns of individual members. While European documents always contained the
potential for the twisting of indigenous words and meanings, Parmenter contends that
“the nature and volume of the records of Native testimony in the manuscript ... indicate
that their transcribed utterances cannot be written off as mere ventriloquism on the part of
colonial authorities.”*> Given the annoyance, obstinacy, and sometimes outright anger
portrayed in some of these transcribed speeches, one cannot expect the Commissioners to
purposely shape speeches that made them look bad. In any case, these two volumes serve
as the best sources because they are unedited.

Second, Peter Wraxall’s Abridgment of the Indian Affairs covers the pre-1723
period but only in a heavily modified and edited form, making the source simultaneously
necessary for a full history of the Albany Commissioners and also somewhat troublesome
due to Wraxall’s personal biases. Peter Wraxall was an Indian official under William

Johnson’s administration of Indian Affairs. He collected and edited the minutes of the

31 Minutes of the Commission of Indian Affairs in Albany.
http://ebooks.library.cornell.edu/i/indianaffairs/browse.html. Hereafter cited as MCIA.
32 Jon W. Parmenter, “‘Onenwahatirighsi Sa Gentho Skaghnughtudigh, 237.
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Albany Commissioners, often leaving out entire meetings and almost always truncating
or summarizing the full text of the Commissioners. In doing so he downplayed the
importance of the Commissioners of Indian Affairs in Indian diplomacy to justify the
appointment of his patron as an Indian superintendent. Wraxall’s general tone
emphasized the role of New York’s governors in Indian diplomacy and relegated the
Commissioners to background characters, a view this dissertation addresses directly in
chapter 3. Occasionally Wraxall included his own comments on the Dutch
Commissioners in his notes. For example, regarding a meeting in August 1724, Wraxall
opines that “[f]lor my own part I am of opinion that the Dutch of Albany & the adjacent
Country have ever made an immediate temporary interest their only rule,” and suggested
that a trading house erected in 1715 “would I believe in some measure tend to prevent the
frauds committed on the Indians but the Albany people will therefore prevent its taking
place.”® In one 1708 entry Wraxall goes as far as to opine that “the Albany
Commissioners who in general have ever been a set of weak, mercenary, mean spirited
people every way unfit for the trust reposed in them.”** As Charles Mcllwain, editor of
Wraxall’s Abridgement states, “Wraxall’s principal object, the appointment of Colonel
Johnson as Indian superintendent, was gained, and it can be shown that the Abridgement
was a really important factor in gaining it.”* As such, researchers must be cautious

when utilizing Wraxall’s abridgement. Nevertheless, he provides the only insight to the

33 Charles Howard Mcllwain, ed., An Abridgement of the Indian Affairs, Contained in Four Folio Volumes,
Transacted in the Colony of New York, From the Year 1678 to the Year 1751, by Peter Wraxall (New York:
Benjamin Blom, 1968), 152, 110. Wraxall’s work will hereafter be cited as 4/4.

34 Wraxall, A4, 59.

35 Mcllwain, introduction to A4, xcvii.
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missing minutes, and one can utilize them to understand who met at Albany, when, and
for what reasons, even if the overall tone can be misleading.

Lastly, Lawrence Leder’s edited volume, The Livingston Indian Records, 1666-
1723 provides a third but only partial path to the original Commissioner minutes. This
slim collection covers only sporadic meetings of the Albany Commissioners, focusing
heavily on the earlier years of English Indian diplomacy at Albany. Governor Benjamin
Fletcher appointed Livingston as the first Secretary for Indian Affairs in 1696, a position
allowing him to transcribe and translate conference minutes and other documents in both
English and Dutch, dating back to just after the English takeover of the colony.*® Given
the limited coverage of the Livingston Indian Records this dissertation uses it only
occasionally to access Commissioner meetings, utilizing it more to explore the pre-
Commissioner years. In any case, it still serves as one of three ways to access the
Commissioner minutes.

These three different sources - the original minutes, Wraxall’s edited text, and
Livingston’s translations and transcriptions — all utilized different forms of spelling,
abbreviation, and sometimes punctuation. This dissertation thus modernizes spelling,
capitalization, and punctuation of direct quotations to provide a smoother, less distracting
reading experience.’’ Also, the names of Indian polities and villages varied greatly over
time and source material, and this dissertation utilizes explanatory footnotes to inform the

reader of that group’s most common identification.

36 Lawrence H. Leder, ed., introduction to The Livingston Indian Records, 1666-1723 (Gettysburg: The
Pennsylvania Historical Association, 1956), 8, 12.
37 This includes the direct quotations from primary sources utilized from secondary source material.
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This dissertation utilizes these sources by combining them to form as complete a
history of the conversations between the Albany Commissioners and Iroquois Nations as
is possible, but this is only the starting point. Wraxall’s abridgement provides a workable
insight into the relations between these indigenous and European actors before 1723, and
the Commissioners’ minutes provide a much more complete account for the period after
1723. Together, they create a single narrative of the multiple intertwined themes,
tensions, and topics of conversation that defined the interaction between Albany’s
Commissioners and the Iroquois over several decades. This dissertation carefully
disentangles individual threads and groups them with others based on their shared
context: local borderlands affairs, relationships with provincial institutions of
government, intercolonial issues, or the rivalry with French Canada. These four themes
provide the framework for the four core chapters of this dissertation. Having extricated
these individual meetings from the larger, tangled borderlands conversation, one can
more clearly analyze and understand individual topics, such as how the Iroquois and
Commissioners shared a common diplomatic culture, or why Albany became such an
important nexus for the Indian diplomacy of other colonies. These questions, and others,
rely upon nuances too easily lost if the interaction between the Commissioners and
Iroquois is left as a single narrative.

On a final note, this dissertation purposely utilizes the term “borderlands” to
describe the nebulous geography within and between Iroquoia and New Y ork where
overlapping sources of authority vied to expand their influence and ideas. The term
originated with Colonial Latin America historian Herbert Eugene Bolton in 1921 in his

influential The Spanish Borderlands. Used in reference to the American southwest and
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southeast, or perhaps more accurately, the northern reaches of the Spanish Empire,
Bolton described these geographies as “outposts of New Spain, maintained chiefly to
hold the country against foreign intruders and against the inroads of savage tribes.”>®
While Bolton’s antiquated views of Indian polities obviously remains problematic, his
larger conception of a geography not fully under the sway of either European or Indian
societies provides a useful descriptor for the interactions between the Iroquois and New
York past the upper English settlements of Albany and Schenectady. Historians of
colonial British America have increasingly utilized the term. For example, Alan Taylor
uses a borderlands conception in his 2006 book The Divided Ground to describe the
imprecise borders between British Canada, the American states, and indigenous
polities.* Regarding the geography featured in the present dissertation, Evan Haefeli, in
a short piece in the American Historical Review, asserts that the notion of borderlands
“might work well ... between New England and New France ... where borderlands lasted
continuously for nearly a century.”*® This dissertation utilizes the term more confidently
than Haefeli would allow. A reliance on the borderlands concept does not interfere with
the center/periphery tension that appears throughout the present dissertation. To the
contrary, by recognizing the importance of a borderlands geography on a distant
periphery (relative to central, official forms of power and authority), this dissertation

underscores how local, decentralized decision-making could shape the larger imperial

38 Herbert E. Bolton, The Spanish Borderlands: A Chronicle of Old Florida and the Southwest (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1921), vii.
3 Alan Taylor, The Divided Ground: Indians, Settlers, and the Northern Borderland of the American
Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006).
40 Evan Haefeli, “A Note on the Use of North American Borderlands,” The American Historical Review
104:4 (Oct., 1999), 1224.
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world. A borderlands, or periphery, does not immediately become a center just because
colonists and Indians residing therein assert themselves.

In closing, this dissertation seeks to bring Albany’s Commissioners for Indian
Affairs into the historical fore to better understand New York’s Indian diplomacy from
the 1690s through the early 1750s. By studying the Commissioners one realizes the
importance of the conversations that institution held with the Iroquois Nations, and how
both Dutch officials and Iroquois peoples reacted to and shaped the colonial world
around them. Before exploring the Albany Commissioners, however, one must seek out
their early seventeenth century roots in Dutch New Netherland. It is to that topic that this

dissertation now turns.
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CHAPTER 1:

New Netherland History and the Dutch Core of New York’s Indian Diplomacy

A minor diplomatic incident between various Indian and European settlements
arose in the British North American colonial backcountry in January 1723. According to
Captain John Scott at Fort Hunter, a fort situated to the northwest of Albany in the
Mohawk River valley, a small party of Iroquois Indians had recently arrived from the
Virginia hinterlands with a scalp and a native prisoner. This in itself was nothing
notable, as the Iroquois Nations had for generations traveled south to make war upon
their southern enemies. Both scalps and prisoners were, as always, two of the primary
rewards sought in such actions. What was troublesome, however, was the recent
Iroquois-Virginia peace treaty that had been part of a larger plan to quiet Virginia’s
backcountry and stem the endemic violence tracing back to the mid-seventeenth century.
To make matters worse, the Indian prisoner claimed to be the servant of Virginia’s
Lieutenant Governor Alexander Spotswood.*!

Captain Scott sent a letter “by an express” to the New York Commissioners of
Indian Affairs in Albany, apprising them of the situation. The Commissioners
immediately drafted a response on January 17, the same day that the message arrived. In
it they thanked the captain for his timely message and informed him that they would send
Lawrence Claessen, an interpreter, so that “we may inquire further into this affair.” “We

command you forthwith,” they authoritatively instructed Claessen, “to go up to Fort

A MCIA vol. 1, 6-7.
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Hunter and desire the Indians who have taken this prisoner forthwith to come hither to us
and bring him along.” Like any wise diplomats dealing with Indians, they included a gift
of “seven hands of wampum” to facilitate matters.*

The requested Iroquois visitors arrived in Albany and opened discussions with the
officials on January 20.*> The Commissioners berated the Indians, expressing “surprise”
that the Iroquois would commit violence near Virginia, given that “a treaty of peace has
been so lately concluded between the government of Virginia and the 5 nations and so
solemnly confirmed by the Five Nations but this last summer,” and admonished them that
“the same should be kept inviolable on their side.” The Iroquois, or “Canada Indians,”
claimed innocence, stating they “were gone out a fighting” before the treaty had gone
into effect.** Regardless of the truth of this excuse, the Commissioners clearly prioritized
the safe return of the prisoner and his homecoming to Virginia. Once again, the
Commissioners utilized the means of Indian diplomacy — this time, offering a belt of
wampum to lend strength to their request to have the prisoner released. The Iroquois
refused the request — and, presumably, as decorum required, the wampum belt as well —
and announced that the prisoner would instead continue home with them. The
Commissioners, they claimed, would have to deal with “our sachems” to pursue the

matter. With no other path available, the Commissioners resolved to send a message,

2 MCIA, vol. 1, 6-7.

43 There is some confusion as the exact date. The first relevant entry in the MCIA is dated the 20" and
notes that the Indians were expected to arrive “tomorrow morning.” The following entry that records the
actual discussion, however, is dated the 19", Likely one or both of these dates is slightly off due to simple
human error. This was not the only time these handwritten records were slightly marred by the wandering
mind and pen of the recorder. On a few occasions a commissioner’s name was listed as present twice, only
to have the surname of the second scratched out and replaced with the surname of an official who shared
the same first name. In one instance, Philip Livingston was present twice at the same meeting — a true feat
of borderlands diplomacy!

4 The Commissioners referred to them as “Canada Indians” because these Mohawks were from
Caughnawaga, a “castle” in the St. Lawrence Valley. Although near Montreal, the population maintained
its independence from French colonial authority. Preston, Texture of Contact, 18.
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with a belt of wampum to show their sincerity and respect, in a longer-term effort to
secure the release of the prisoner. The Albany Indian Commissioners felt no rush to
inform New York’s Royal Governor, William Burnet, of this diplomatic imbroglio. Not
until three weeks later, in a letter to Burnet sending along a copy of their minutes, did
they mention the diplomatic drama in an almost offhand manner. The Commissioners
made clear to Burnet that they decided not to press the issue with the Iroquois too far, as
such pressure might “disoblidge them” from fighting against enemy Indians in the east,
and “make them embrace the governor of Canada’s proposal to war against New
England.” Such an unfortunate turn of events might cause this relatively minor
diplomatic incident to spread violence across multiple colonial settlements.

The Albany Indian Commissioners, in this single, short example, illustrated the
degree of influence and autonomy they wielded in a borderlands diplomatic world that
spanned much of northeastern North America and concerned the issues most fundamental
to Britain’s continued influence on the continent. Issues of Indian fidelity, the safety of
various different British colonies, and the looming threat of French violence all provided
the larger context in how this single example played out. Clearly more than just an
outpost on the edges of British settlement, Albany served as a focal point for
conversations and actions that would define Britain’s continental domain over the course
of the eighteenth century. In the example above, the Commissioners acted swiftly, and
on their own authority, to tackle a conflict that started in another colony far to the south.
Through experience built upon foundations stretching back into the seventeenth century,

they knew that gifts of wampum were needed to empower and lend permanence their
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words, and spent the funds necessary to obtain it. On their own authority they hired and
instructed a colonial interpreter Lawrence Claessen to act upon a course of action they
devised themselves. In fact, they sought to inform the provincial governor only three
weeks later, in passing, and casually portrayed themselves as making decisions in the best
interests of the empire. In sum, the Albany Commissioners made decisions on an
imperial scope, and largely on their own authority.

The events at Albany, however, are best viewed by the historian as a
conversation, not a monologue. The actions of the Indians involved in this relatively
minor dispute represented a larger pattern of Native interaction with this borderlands
institution, the Albany Commissioners, and demonstrated that the Iroquois were equal
partners in a shared contest for influence and agency. In the example above, the Iroquois
visitors followed the mutual “middle ground” diplomacy of the eighteenth century,
politely listening but ultimately following a course of action that most aligned with their
own goals. The Commissioners kept the Iroquois’s attention by fastidiously following
the established procedures of borderlands diplomatic protocol. Regardless, the Albany
Commissioners, despite their propensity to act on an imperial scale, could not simply
enact their desires by fiat — they played the diplomatic game but did not always win. The
Commissioners and their Indian visitors participated in a coequal conversation relying on
a shared diplomatic language, and inhabited an environment where decisions whose
significance stretched over northeastern North America could originate almost entirely
away from traditional and centralized sources of political power. This deep and unique

relationship did not appear overnight, however. One must explore the seventeenth-
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century history of New Netherland and early New York to understand the eighteenth
century existence of this critical diplomatic institution.

This chapter argues that the Commissioners for Indian Affairs, as the arbiters of
New York’s Indian diplomacy in the eighteenth century, maintained a remarkably strong
link to the cultural and diplomatic world of the early Dutch settlers in the seventeenth
century. Despite a change in power from Dutch to English administrations, and the
related shift in the colony’s immediate context fro