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ABSTRACT 

The Akwesasne Mohawk Indian Reservation, which straddles 

the U.S.-Canada border in northern New York State, is analyzed 

in order to reveal how it has persevered, despite enormous 

political and economic difficulties, since its founding around 

1754. It is demonstrated that a number of facets of Mohawk 

social life have allowed the community to flourish. Pre

eminent among these has been the issue of Mohawk sovereignty 

and the role of Mohawk women in maintaining the community. As 

the tendency for Mohawk men to work away from the community 

increased, the tradition of Mohawk women staying on the 

reservation to raise children and maintain traditional family 

and community values provided all community members with a 

geographically explicit area to which they could refer as 

home. These roles have reinforced and recast ancient Mohawk 

concepts of sovereignty. Social history and historical 

censuses provide valuable insights into these issues. 
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CHAPTER 1 

SOME INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 
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This study analyzes the Akwesasne Mohawk Reservation, 

located astride the international border that separates Canada 

from the United States in northern New York State, 

geographically and socially in order to understand how its 

physical location and culture have allowed for its continued 

persistence as a community. Akwesasne (referred to, in 

English, as the St- Regis Reservation), was established over 

two hundred and twenty-five years ago, and has displayed a 

tenacious perseverance over the course of its existence, often 

in the face of very difficult economic and political 

pressures. Many of these pressures have acted as solidifying 

agents and, despite what one might expect, have unified and 

reified Akwesasne as a sovereign nation. The sense of 

nationhood, built on Mohawk conceptions of sovereignty, has 

been essential to the persistence of the community. 

This thesis was originally intended to provide insights 

into the unique human-environment relationship that exists at 

Akwesasne. I had originally thought, in fact, that 

understanding the nature of this relationship would provide 

the key to discovering, to a significant degree, how this 

particular Mohawk community has succeeded. What I have 

discovered, however, shares little, other than superficiality, 

with my initial assessment. Chapter 2 will outline the 

general features of geographic research on Native Americans, 

noting several common shortcomings. Additionally, Chapter 2 



10 

will suggest a potential avenue for future geographic 

research. 

While classic geographic "man-land" analysis is 

informative to some degree in this case, the relationships 

uncovered by such an analysis are largely immaterial. In 

fact, the success of the community at Akwesasne has little to 

do with its geographic position per se. Rather, the 

community's success has much to do with the sense of 

distinctness and solidarity, derived from its status as a 

sovereign nation, common to its members. In addition, the 

manner in which that unity has been defined geographically, 

through its borders, has been integral to the community's 

success. Indeed, the borders of the Akwesasne Mohawk Nation 

form more than boundary lines which separate the Mohawks from 

their neighbors. These borders define a geographically 

specific area that members can refer to as home. They are a 

source of strength as well as unity. 

Solidarity, then, has clearly played an important role in 

the development of Akwesasne through time. It is, therefore, 

useful (indeed, necessary) to consider Akwesasne not as a 

community like any other community located in northern New 

York State, but rather as a community that: defines itself as 

a sovereign nation. The geographic borders it shares with the 

United States and Canada are critical to the self-definition 

of Akwesasne, as they physically represent Mohawk sovereignty. 
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chapter 3 will, therefore, provide the general outlines 

of Mohawk history and concern itself with those historical 

events critical to the establishment of those borders, roughly 

around 1754. In addition, the establishment of the other five 

Mohawk communities throughout Canada will be sketched. 

Finally, those aspects of Mohawk culture that were to prove 

integral to the successful establishment (and successive re-

establishments through time) will be analyzed. 

After familiarizing the reader with some basics of Mohawk 

history, leading up to the establishment of the community at 

Akwesasne, Chapter 4 will turn to an examination of the 

community in the nineteenth century, relying heavily on the 

censuses of 1845, 1850, and 1892. Certain aspects of the 

social lives of the Mohawks at Akwesasne will then be, to the 

extent possible, culled from these data. 

The censuses, although in some ways deeply problematic, 

will nonetheless be utilized, because they provide valuable 

demographic and occupation statistics about Akwesasne. 

Because of the deficiencies in the census data, I will also 

draw on other socio-historical information, critical for 

developing an understanding of Mohawk life and world view. 

At the core of this Mohawk world-view rest a series of 

gender-based relationships based on a system of reciprocal 

obligations, that are essential to the success of Mohawk 

culture. These gender-based roles have played, and continue 
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to play, an integral part not only in the routine functioning 

of Mohawk society, but in the self-definition of the community 

at Akwesasne. The nature of these relationships (discussed 

primarily in Chapter 5) thus needs to be explored in order to 

understand the successful establishment and continued 

viability of the community. 

It is my contention that, although the occupational and 

social roles played by Mohawk men have received the majority 

of scholarly attention, the roles played by women have been at 

the core of the success of the community. While Mohawk men 

have worked extensively off-reservation for extended periods 

of time in the fur trade and as ironworkers, for example, 

Mohawk women have been on the reservation, providing the 

reservation community with an important measure of security 

and solidarity. 

Indeed, the continued physical presence of women at 

Akwesasne has ensured the continued existence of the 

Akwesasne Mohawk Nation. It is in this way that geographic 

hunan-environment conceptions are of importance in the 

analysis of the persistence of Akwesasne. Akwesasne has not 

succeeded in overcoming the problems it has faced as a result 

of its geographic location per se. Rather, the community has 

overcome its problems as a result of community-wide 

conceptions of sovereignty; conceptions that have imbued 

Akwesasne, as a physical place, with meaning. 
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Chapter 6 will detail a number of important twentieth 

century events in order to develop an understanding of recent 

community problems and solutions. Many central features of 

seventeenth and eighteenth century Mohawk society find 

twentieth century expression. 

Chapter 7 will briefly sum up the arguments of the 

preceding chapters and provide some closing remarks. Modern 

history will be analyzed in order to judge how well current 

trends reflect the past, and to speculate with respect to the 

future. In addition, the implications of the findings 

contained herein, with respect to analyzing other Indian 

communities, will be explored. 



CHAPTER 2 

GEOGRAPHIC RESEARCH ON NATIVE AMERICANS 
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Geographic research on North America's indigenous peoples 

encompasses a wide variety of small research fields within the 

larger sub-field known as Native American Geography. Much of 

this geographic research suffers from one of a number of 

problems- The most serious of these is poor scholarship. 

With few exceptions, this work is not being pursued in a 

rigorous fashion. In addition, many articles are either 

limited in scope (and often idiographic in nature) or suffer 

from one of a nximber of conceptual problems that raise serious 

questions regarding any subsequent findings. However, while 

there are a number of faults with the general nature of much 

of what is being written today, there is the potential for 

much exciting and important work. 

This preliminary chapter will critique much of the 

geographic research related to Indians. In addition, I will 

detail a number of the problems which serve to weaken the 

entire sub-field. In pointing to a number of the deficiencies 

inherent in these studies, an important field of study ignored 

in these works will be identified: namely, the geographic 

implications of Indian trans-border communities. The Mohawk 

Indians living on the Akwesasne Indian Reservation, which 

straddles the U.S.-Canada border, serve as the focus of this 

thesis. As a result, this preliminary chapter will 

effectively set the scene for the remainder of the thesis. 
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SOME SHORTCOMINGS 

One of the most conanon shortcomings of this research 

results from a failure on the part of researchers to fully 

appreciate and incorporate past histories or "past 

geographies" into the analytic framework. In many instances, 

current day Indians and Indian communities — both reservation 

and • non-reservation — cannot be adequately understood in 

temporal isolation. Many current realities have been formed 

in the crucible of past relations and interactions. Full 

disclosure of those earlier interactions and events is 

critical to an appreciation of more modern day realities. 

The importance of this point is underscored by Donald 

Ballas when he writes that 

The present-day geography of Indian tribes and 
reservations have been affected greatly by ^past 
geographies' and historical-geographical 
developments in general. Future development and 
conditions will be affected directly and indirectly 
by current and earlier historical geographic 
processes. As Erhard Rostlund wrote: ^The present 
is the fruit of the past and contains the seeds of 
the future' (Ross and Moore, eds., 1987, p.30). 

As always, it is imperative that one understand and 

incorporate into the analysis the underlying historical 

processes and cultural context in which tribal groups have 

lived. 

It is particularly important to emphasize this in the 

study of Native American groups for two reasons. First, many 
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tribal peoples have attempted to preserve much that was of 

cultural importance to them at the time of European conquest. 

As a result, Ballas' "historical geographic processes" reflect 

a blend of Western and non-Western values that have played a 

key role in defining the historic, and contemporary, realities 

of the tribes in question. 

Second, geographers must remind themselves that the 

groups with which they are dealing are fundamentally 

different socially and culturally than those groups to which 

the mostly non-Indian geographers belong. There is a real 

danger in evaluating non Euro-American groups through Euro-

American eyes. The problem of a mono-cultural view with 

respect to the non-Western cultures of America's indigenous 

peoples will be further discussed. 

With respect to the Mohawks of Akwesasne, many of the 

issues central to the perseverance of the community were 

formulated hundreds of years ago. Current issues, thus 

formulated, often have these ancient roots as central themes -

- even through today. Any evaluation of contemporary 

sovereignty and border issues, which are critical to any 

evaluation of the community, must, therefore, look to the past 

to find meaningful expression. 
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THE UNUSUAL LEGAL AND SOCIAL STATUS OF THE INDIAN IN THE U.S. 

An equally vexing problem facing many researchers 

interested in Native Americans is the unusual and often 

ambiguous nature of the status of Indians in past and present 

U.S. society. Most North American Indian tribes exist as 

sovereign or quasi-sovereign nations within the borders of 

Canada, the United States and Mexico. In the United States, 

Indian tribes exist under the plenary power of the United 

States Congress. 

Under the doctrine of plenary power. Congress has the 

power to rescind the rights of any tribal group simply by 

announcing that the tribal group is no longer recognized as a 

distinct group possessing inherent rights. As a matter of 

fact, a number of Indian tribes were disbanded by Congress in 

the middle 1950s, though most of the rights of these disbanded 

people were eventually reinstated. The plenary power 

exercised by Congress has been the subject of much attention, 

though geographic research on this subject has been scant. 

The reservation land system provides a good example of 

some of the difficulties of fitting the Indian into the larger 

non-Indian society. 

We are either segmented into states, counties (cr 
parishes), or townships, municipalities, or special 
authorities, or we are part of a myriad other 
political and electoral units. Nowhere in the 
scheme can we comfortably fit the Indian 



reservation. ... But we have yet to find the proper 
designation for the reservation as a third member 
in a tripartite governmental system of federal-
state-tribe. For the time being we must continue 
the judicial debate and question the whims of ovir 
government (Sutton, 1976, p.295). 

The Mohawks of Akwesasne, who must contend with two federal 

and three state/provincial governments, stand as an excellent 

example of the difficulties geographers face in fitting 

Indians into the larger picture. 

Too often, the temptation is to "seek to account in a 

single scheme for all territorial units within our national 

borders (Sutton, 1976, p.295)." This temptation offers the 

researcher a much easier task, as the tendency in political 

geography is to 

look for a central authority rwhittlesev. 193 6) 
that provides security, establishes headquarters 
and enclosing boundaries, and leaves its impress 
upon the landscape. In the case of the reservations 
we find a conflict between native landscape impress 
and the superimposed patterns of the Bureau (of 
Indian Affairs) (Goodey, 1970, p.17). 

As a result, political geographers must establish the nature 

of cross-cultural conflict and its results in the formation 

of native landscapes. The alternative, all-too-often taken up 

by researchers, is the imposition of an inappropriate, but 

familiar. Western analytical framework to these non-Western 

social systems. 



THE NEED FOR AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH 

20 

In order to begin to appreciate the complexity of a 

number of issues surrounding present day Native Americans, as 

individuals and groups, an interdisciplinary analytical 

approach must be utilized. Geography is poised to offer the 

much needed middle ground on which these disciplines, such as 

anthropology, history and economics, could meet. Geographers 

should attempt to set aside intra-disciplinary focal 

differences in order to provide cross-disciplinary, cogent 

analyses. 

Much of the current geographic research can be divided 

into two general categories. 

There are two major research emphases within recent 
geographic literature, both essential to the topic. 
One is cultural/historical, ... The second is 
contemporary, — (Gaile and Wilmott, 1989, p. 
239) , 

The goal of the contemporary branch of research is, to a large 

extent, activist in nature. Much of this research is intent 

on promoting tribal sovereignty and serving tribal governments 

and Indian organizations through the findings of applied 

research. The other branch of contemporary research is fairly 

straight-forward historical geography. Examples of this are 

numerous and include Albers and Kay (1987), Eliades (1987), 

Goodman and Thompson (1975), Henderson (1S90), Milliard 

(1971), Hornbeck (1982), Jett (1978), Jordon (1989), Kay 
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(1984), Konrad (1981), Manzo (1984), Ray (1972), and Wishart 

(1979 and 1982). 

The "activist" branch of research often focuses on 

modern-day problems. This branch has been in existence for 

around thirty years. One of the earliest examples of this 

work is "The Livelihood of the Eastern Cherokees" (Ballas, 

1962), in which a thorough Domesday Book-like analysis of 

Cherokee resources was completed. Ballas then suggested an 

economic plan that maximized the economic potential of those 

Cherokee lands. 

Goodey's "The Role of the Indian in North Dakota's 

Geography: Some Propositions," which has already been 

mentioned, stands as one of the best examples of this work. 

In the above we have suggested a number of 
approaches to the geographical study of Indians in 
North Dakota. All proposals fall well within the 
mainstream of current geographical research but 
have the added attraction of helping to define the 
role and improve the lot of the original occupants 
of this region. Some other proposals would fall 
outside the mainstream. Indeed if this paper were 
to be entirely rewritten, it would speak of 
geographers as researcher-advocates working in 
teams along with lawyers and other professionals in 
support of Indian demands (1970, pp. 20-21) . 

Written at a high point in the most activist period in the 

history of academic geography, Goodey's article highlights 

both activism in Native American geography as well as the 

discipline as a whole. 

More modern examples of this work include Bohland (1982), 
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Goodman (1982 and 1985), Higgins (1982), Knight (1985 and 

1988), Rhodes (1987) and Stillwaggon (1984). The common 

elements that bind these analyses together are a preoccupation 

with the plight of contemporary Indians and a desire to effect 

some sort of change. 

THE NEED TO RECOGNIZE CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

Little geographic research on Indians does an adequate 

job in asking all the right questions. By not addressing the 

full range of relevant issues, this research fails to 

appreciate or incorporate the complexity that marks many of 

the research subjects. Too often, the cultural differences 

extant between or among various groups, often in conflict, 

condemn culturally insensitive research to mediocrity. 

An excellent exception to this general rule is found in 

"The Hopi-Navaho Land Dispute" (Goodman and Thompson, 1975). 

In this article, the authors attempt to describe the unique 

and complex web of social relations that exist as a result of 

the intermixing of Pueblos, Apaches, Spaniards and Anglos in 

northeast Arizona over the past few hundred years. The Hopi-

Navajo conflict is explored in depth and explained partially 

as a result of differing life-styles and subsistence patterns. 



The Hopi-Navaho Land Dispute directs attention to 
the inequalities and injustices to both mankind and 
his habitat. Events which commenced hundreds of 
years ago in an environment requiring skillful and 
careful management for survival have produced a 
complex set of cultural, political, economic, and 
environmental problems. Hopi and Navaho life-styles 
confound approaches to problem solving because they 
operate within a framework of Anglo laws and 
legislative processes. ... The problem is one of 
conflict between perceptions and attitudes of three 
peoples. To understand, to manage, to rectify these 
problems, is an immense challenge (Goodman and 
Thompson, 1975, p.414). 

The authors point out clearly the need for careful analysis 

and sensitivity to the amazing complexity that characterizes 

the geography of these Indian groups. 

While no such geographic analysis has been applied to the 

Mohawks, it is important to note its necessity in ensuing 

examinations of a wide variety of geographic questions. 

Issues critical to any understanding of the community at 

Akwesasne, such as sovereignty and the competing meanings 

(U.S., Canadian, and Mohawk) of the border, can only be 

understood when coupled with an awareness of the unique and 

volatile cross-cultural issues involved. 

A number of the economic and political problems that have 

arisen at Akwesasne have done so as a result of cross-cultural 

conflict between the Mohawks and their non-Indian neighbors. 

Among the many issues, the most divisive have invariably 

revolved around disputes over land. As one historian has 

noted 
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Land issues are without question the backdrop to 
conteaiporary American Indian-New York State 
relations. They influence attitudes as well as 
strategies on both sides, they color as well as 
poison the air, and most importantly, they prevent 
real progress in so many other areas affecting the 
state's relationship to the Indians. Land issues 
shape how contemporary American Indians view the 
outside world; they also determine many of the 
official decisions made in Albany relative to 
Indian communities.—The Indians' remembrance of 
land loss, even as recent as two decades ago, 
produces constant distrust of outsiders, marks 
Albany as the ^enemy's capital,' and retards 
certain positive responses made by some progressive 
state officials and their agencies (Hauptman, 1988, 
p. 18). 

Thus, the need to attend to both historic incidents and 

cultural differences among the various groups cannot be over

emphasized. 

The complexity of life (as well as the unique human-

environment relationship) on Indian reservations is due, in 

part, to the "struggle between Indian rights and values and 

those of the dominant western culture" (Vogeler and Simmons, 

1975, p.94). Indian reservation life is frequently borne out 

of the friction that exists as a result of the struggle over 

these values. It is therefore of little surprise that 

research on the morphological settlement of South Dakota's 

Indian reservations found that 

Without effective political, economic, and social 
self-determination, moreover, the cultural 
landscapes of the reservations as well as the lives 
of their inhabitants will continue to reflect 
essentially Occidental values rather than those of 
the Indians (Vogeler and Simmons, 1975, p.108). 
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Once again it is easy to hear the call for the interdis

ciplinary, multi-cultural approach in academic research. 

Much of the more recent geographic literature has been 

concerned with clarifying the historical record. David 

Eliades writes that 

the whites turned the Indian into a negative symbol 
of their American experience. Conquering the Indian 
meant surmounting the wilderness and opening a path 
for European civilization. To do this, the whites 
created their own version of the American Indian, a 
convenient version which allowed them to 
rationalize the policies they adopted and to 
justify the actions they took, ... (Ross and Moore, 
eds., 1987, p.42). 

Much of what has been written regarding these tribes has been 

written from the viewpoint of the conquering European, a point 

too frequently ignored in academic writings on Indians. 

In fact, the tendency to turn "the Indian into a negative 

symbol of their [white] experience" demonstrates this 

tendency. According to Eliades, whites understood Indians as 

they existed in the power relationship between the conquered 

(Indians) and the conquerors (Whites). In order to 

understand these foreigners, whites made Indians a part of the 

non-Indian world. Resulting analysis has often suffered at 

the hands of this mono-cultural approach. Geographic research 

can uncover these tendencies. 

David Hornbeck argues in "The California Indian Before 

European Contact" that a number of "inaccurate descriptions 

and negative attitudes" (1982, p. 23) of these Indians 
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stem in part from the inability of early observers 
to differentiate between the hundreds of small 
individual Indian groups and to understand the 
manner in which they exploited the environment 
(1982, p. 23). 

Hornbeck stresses the importance of understanding the 

aboriginal landscape in all its complexity in order to attempt 

to understand the manner in which European culture spread 

across the landscape. The simplifying temptation in this case 

is to treat the California landscape at the time of European 

conquest as empty and, thus, as for-the-taking. 

Several works offer valuable insights into cross-cultural 

social interaction, providing compelling reasons to carefully 

avoid the mono-cultural view as they do so. "Indian Social 

Space: A Case Study of the Musqueam Band of Vancouver, British 

Columbia" (Weightman, 1976) provides an example of the very 

best kind of this work. Weightman investigates the Musqueam 

"system of spatial and temporal meaning in their environment" 

(p. 173). She emphasizes the difficulties North America's 

Indians have faced through a series of programs and policies 

adopted by the Canadian government which are "couched in a 

value system not necessarily shared by the Indians themselves" 

(p. 184). Weightman notes that 

By using such concepts as social milieu and social 
space geographers can deemphasize morphological 
considerations (in this case the reserve per se) 
which, although they are indicators of social 
realities, do not always give insight into the dawn 
of their creation or the evolution of their 
underlying mechanics (p.184). 
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Weightman's essay represents good geographic research as it 

accents the cultural uniqueness of the Husgueam in order to 

highlight the difficulties involved in developing policies 

that are effective in both the Canadian and Musqueam worlds. 

THE NEED FOR A *TIDY HOUSE' 

Another important problem facing researchers is rooted in 

an unconscious desire to view Native Americans as a uniform 

part of society rather than outside it. In order to produce 

the illusion of a tidy house many American Indian groups are 

viewed by researchers as minorities. The categorization of 

Native peoples as minorities allows researchers to regard 

their study areas as a great deal more homogenous than they 

are in reality. Conflicts between these Native groups and 

federal or state governments, for example, are greatly 

simplified if the disenfranchised group is viewed as somehow 

a part of the dominant culture, as the term minority implies. 

The sovereignty of Indian nations is thus frequently 

ignored, de-emphasized, or misunderstood. In acknowledging 

Indian sovereignty, geographers must contend with two (or 

more) discrete social systems. It becomes impossible to 

incorporate Indians into the superior-inferior power 

relationship that characterizes the relationship between the 
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dominant society and a number of its minority groups-

Indeed, the nature of the relationship between the 

federal government and Native Americans is different from that 

of any other group that lives within the borders of the United 

States. These issues are most clearly presented in the work of 

a nixmber of political geographers who are concerned with 

indigenous peoples. For example, in attempting to define the 

nature of the internationally accepted right of self-

determination of the indigenous peoples of the Americas David 

B. Knight notes that 

They realize they are alone no longer and thus 
their plight now is not simply an intra-state 
matter. International norms for human rights' 
observances have been enunciated and are being used 
by indigenous peoples as they seek to better their 
own lot - and that of those indigenous peoples who 
cannot speak internationally for themselves (1988, 
p.131). 

That indigenous peoples are tied to the international 

community suggests a web of interesting and complicated 

political, economic, and social interrelations that should be 

further examined by geographers. 

THE MOHAWKS OF AKWESASNE 

In exploring the reasons underlying the perseverance of 

the Mohawk Indian community at Akwesasne, often in the face of 
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economic and political difficulties, I have concluded that 

Mohawk conceptions of sovereignty have played a central role 

in the process. It was the uniquely geographic expression of 

that sovereignty, as an area surrounded by a border, that 

demarcated Mohawk territory and gave life to the community. 

The implications of these geographic ideas move 

considerably beyond the bounds of Mohawk territory. In 

addition to the community of Akwesasne, trans-border Indian 

communities exist among the Chippewas (U.S.-Canada) and Yaquis 

(U.S.-Mexico) . A nximber of Indian reservation communities 

similarly straddle state and county borders. Though generally 

not as problematic for the researcher, these instances often 

present the geographer with a similar social dynamic. Each of 

these studies offers the geographic researcher the opportunity 

to add a valuable layer of understanding to any analysis of 

the cultural conflicts that are so common on and around Indian 

reservations. 

The following study represents an important direction for 

geographic research- while this avenue has been largely 

unexplored in the past, the rewards to be reaped are great. 

A valuable layer of understanding can be taken for this type 

of study. By examining the inter-cultural relations that 

exist as people try to live peaceably across borders between 

sovereign states or nations, geographers can provide the most 

important piece in the academic inter-departmental puzzle that 



will ultimately offer the most satisfying synthesis 

perspectives. 



CHAPTER 3 

EARLY MOHAWK HISTORY, CONQUEST TO 1754 
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The Mohawk are one of six tribes that comprise the 

Iroquois Confederation, or League of the Iroquois. The 

League, established around 1450 by Deganawidah and Hiawatha, 

was originally comprised of five tribes: the Mohawk, Cayuga, 

Onondaga, Oneida and Seneca Indians. Originally developed to 

provide peace and security for its member tribes, and to 

consolidate the area over which territorial control could be 

asserted, the League expanded to include the Tuscarora, a 

refugee tribe defeated in war and expelled from the area 

presently known as North Carolina around 1723. 

The League, which has convened its members on a regular 

basis for the past five hundred years or so, possesses no 

unilateral enforcement power with respect to the actions, or 

proposed actions, of its member tribes. Rather, the League 

has primarily functioned as a mechanism for inter-tribal 

discussion and as a facilitator for inter-tribal cooperation. 

The Mohawks, as the easternmost member of the League, 

have been the "keepers of the eastern door" as a result of 

their geographic position within the family of League nations. 

Figure 1 indicates the geographic position of the various 

Iroquois nations, as they stretched west from the Hudson River 

to the area around Niagara Falls. 



bchelaga (Monlrool) 

CANADA / ̂ " 
Konehsmdjce 

The Iroquois 
Confederacy 

MoUawx Nation « lrtU>on Nalions 
[Olio wa) Ap/.' 'f I [Otiawoj " WHicn/no" 

Indiort 
•» Aliernol've Spc'lifuj 

or Mftn'il'colions 
U.S.A cr 0) 

ONIARIO •« Modetn Cov"''/, 
Sioie, Tfov VERMONT 

ADIRONDACK - Geolotjicol leo'uici ONTARIO Kingston 
(Fronlenac) Remnining 

loif'lwei 
0) ̂  

fiAY ttf OtilKTK 

Mllfb iS;! NEW ^ |Toronio^/^^,^f 
Oswegqjj HAMPSHIRE 

OO OQ 

Tyscdrbrquvt;?̂  ̂vlViv 
jBToriowanda <<>" 

\ y!!;' Cdhaiidalglid ̂\fv-.n\ 

'iSeneea^Naflon.-:'! 

• 1^'"^ :.''hiE;̂ y(QRK 

v'>"^liegi^V"^VpENNSYLWNi^ 

Branliord 
Ohsweken 

(Grand River Six Notions) 

MASSACHUSEnS 

i.,\K\: F.Kn: 
CONNECTICUT 

• NEWJERSEY] ^ 

O 
c o 

o 
o :3 i-h 
(D 
a. 
(D 
»i 
0) ri-
H-
o 
3 

<D c:: 
to 
w 

w 
w 



34 

According to one recent analyst 

The longhouse — whether a modern one of timber or 
an ancient one built like an organic Nissen hut or 
arched poles and neatly stitched bark — has always 
been the symbol of Iroquois identity. Each of the 
Six Nations has its own language, its own ncime, and 
its own history, but collectively they call 
themselves Haudenosaunee, People of the Longhouse. 
...The Iroquois conceived of their union as a great 
Longhouse with five (later six) partitions. The 
Onondagas tended the central fire, symbol' of 
government. The Senecas in the west and the Mohawks 
in the east kept the doors, which meant they bore 
the main responsibility for defense. The smaller 
Oneida and Cayuga nations were the ^younger 
brothers.' One roof covered all (Wright, 1992, pp. 
118-19). 

The term "keepers of the eastern door" thus had a symbolic as 

well as a practical meaning. 

In the first quarter of the seventeenth century the 

Mohawks inhabited an area encompassing roughly 490 square 

miles centered on the Mohawk Valley of what is presently 

called New York State. Their principal villages centered on 

a region that "was a section of the middle Mohawk Valley 

extending from Schoharie Creek a little west of Amsterdam 

upriver to East Canada Creek, a few miles east of Little 

Falls" (Fenton and Tooker, p. 466). Figure 2 shows the 

geographical site and extent of this area, which represented 

simply the core region of Mohawk community life, the total 

area over which the Mohawk exhibited hegemonic control being 

considerably larger. Mohawk hunting territories extended deep 

into present-day southern New York State (as far as Oneonta) 
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Location of Hohawk villages, 1600-1650 
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Reprinted from William N. Fenton, Problems Arising from the Historic 
Northeastern Position of the Iroquois (1940). 



as well as far north as the Adirondack Mountains, which border 

present day Canada. 

Occasionally, as in times of war, the area over which 

the Mohawks extended their control grew considerably. As 

members of the Iroquois League, the Mohawks provided a 

valuable measure of security to their western League 

confederates. Because the League exerted considerable 

political and economic power over most what is now known as 

New York State, the area over which the Mohawks exerted 

indirect control was considerably larger-

This territory, lying between the Hudson 
and lake Erie, and embracing the most 
valuable portions of our State, 
constituted the Home Country of the 
Iroquois, as distinguished from other 
territories upon the north, south, east 
and west, which they held in subjection 
by conquest, and occupied only in the 
season of the hunt. At the era of their 
highest military supremacy, about the 
year 1650, the Iroquois, in their warlike 
expeditions, ranged unresisted from New 
England to the Mississippi, and from the 
St. Lawrence to the Tennessee (Morgan, p. 
39) . 

The lands over which the Iroquois exerted control were not 

static; seasonal hunting and warfare played an important role 

in the geographical extent of these territories. 

The rest of the League controlled an area which extended 

from the Mohawk territory on the east as far west as present 

day Buffalo, New York, as far south as present day 

Pennsylvania, and into Canada to the north. Indeed, early 
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European colonizers encountered a very powerful and extensive 

consortium of Indian nations in the League of the Iroquois. 

EARLY MOHAWK SETTLEMENTS AND THE FUR TRADE 

A journal kept by Harmen Hendertsz van den Bogaert, a 

Dutchman who travelled from Albany through Mohawk country in 

1634-35, is the earliest surviving detailed description of the 

number of Mohawk villages and the number of hearths found 

therein. Van den Bogaert, a trader sent among the Oneidas and 

Mohawks in order to ascertain "why the fur trade had fallen 

off (Starna, p. 144)," indicated the existence of eight 

villages, with 1,057 hearths. Assuming that two families 

shared each hearth and that families averaged five 

individuals, anthropologist William Starna estimated a total 

Mohawk population of 10,570 in 1634 (1989, p. 145). 

Van de Bogaert's journals, and a series of recent 

estimates based on them, provide invaluable clues into the 

population dynamics and social structure of seventeenth-

century Mohawk communities. In addition, these sources 

comment on the relative strength and influence of the Mohawks, 

as well as other Indian tribes, compared with early Colonial 

forces. 

It would be many years before the social characteristics 
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suggested by Van de Bogaert's journals changed much. Despite 

a series of debilitating diseases, warfare, and migration from 

the Mohawk Valley (described later in this and subsequent 

chapters), Mohawk families and communities continued to 

average roughly five persons per family. Until the early 

twentieth-century, many Mohawk families lived in nucleated 

housing units with the extended family close by. 

The position of these early Mohawk communities, near the 

confluence of the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers and athwart most of 

the trading routes leading to the Dutch, and later English, 

trading center at Ft. Orange (Albany), afforded the Mohawks 

the opportunity to emerge as the pre-eminent tribe in 

Confederation dealings with European colonists. The Mohawks 

became embroiled in a series of drawn out and difficult wars 

with a number of neighboring tribes for tribal control of the 

area around Ft. Orange during the middle decades of the seven

teenth century. 

While peaceful coexistence seems to have been the rule 

for the Mohawks and their neighbors prior to the mid-

seventeenth century. Colonial advances into Iroquoia, combined 

with a strong European desire for animal pelts, played a large 

role in a wide variety of changes in tribal societies and 

inter-tribal relations. 

Indian societies, reeling under the 
devastating impact of new diseases, the 
disruptive effects of new technology, and 
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the disturbing influence of new 
religions, experienced further turmoil 
during the seventeenth century as a 
result of escalating intertribal warfare 
(Calloway, p. 55) . 

By about 1650, after defeating the Mahicans in a five year 

long series of wars, the Mohawks had asserted nearly total 

control of the area around Ft. Orange. 

Among the many deadly results of European-Indian contact 

in the seventeenth century, none was more deadly than the 

introduction of epidemic diseases. While the precise degree 

to which European diseases affected Indian tribes is a matter 

of some contention, several recent estimates suggest mortality 

rates of between fifty and sixty percent during the more 

severe outbreaks. One recent study estimates that the Mohawks 

may have lost up to seventy percent of their number by the 

early 1640s (Starna, 1980, p. 376), The first of these 

epidemics to move through Mohawk country occurred around 1634; 

Jesuit priests described it as either measles or smallpox. 

While some of the specific effects of epidemics on the 

Mohawk are currently debated, many general effects are 

obvious. The sudden appearance of a heightened uncertainty in 

village life stands as one of the most important results of 

these epidemics. With greatly reduced numbers of warriors and 

hunters, it became essential for the Mohawk to be able to hunt 

and defend their lands simply and with smaller parties. 

The acquisition of European trade goods such as firearms, 



which provided an important measure of security, led to the 

adoption of many aspects of European material culture that did 

not ultimately prove beneficial to the Mohawks. Pre-Colonial 

Mohawk society became corrupted as a result of the steadily 

mounting reliance on European trade goods noted by Peter 

Kalm, a Swedish naturalist who travelled through Iroquoia 

during the middle of the eighteenth century. He described 

many important aspects of life among the Iroquois as well as 

of the relations between the Iroquois and their trading 

partners, observing that among the many trade goods that 

interested the Iroquois were 

weapons and ammunition; pieces of strouds 
and other cloth used for men's cloaks and 
women's skirts; linen shirts for men and 
shifts for women; strips of wool to be 
used as leggings; vermilion and verdigris 
for body and face painting; knives, 
hatchets, needles, scissors, and flint; 
brass kettles; earrings; mirrors and 
burning glasses; tobacco and wampum; 
glass beads; steel and brass wire; liquor 
(Richter, p. 268). 

As with firearms, the Mohawk came to rely heavily on these 

goods; so much so that, in many ways, traditional Mohawk 

culture vanished with the gradual incorporation of the newly 

available technology. 



EXPANSION OF MOHAWK ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL POWER 

41 

The nature and extent of inter-tribal warfare changed 

fundamentally with Indian acquisition of firearms. Under the 

inextricably interconnected influences of disease, trade, and 

firearms, inter-tribal warfare took on new significance with 

the Mohawk expansion of power in the mid-seventeenth century. 

In pre-Colonial times, 

Indian societies waged traditional war as 
much to satisfy internal needs as in 
response to external demands. Warriors 
contested for prestige, revenge, and 
captives and as a means of ritually 
assuaging the grief of bereaved relatives 
(Calloway, p. 56). 

These traditional motivations, meanings, and methods of 

warfare, already outdated by 1650, became obsolete by the 

later decades of the seventeenth century. 

Competition for trade goods and guns 
transformed native warfare into an 
unrelenting struggle for supremacy and 
survival. Caught in a vicious economic 
and military cycle that revolved around 
furs and firearms, Indian bands now 
devoted their utmost energies to 
maintaining a tenable strategic position 
in a world thrown into dangerous upheaval 
(Calloway, pp. 56-57). 

Whereas peaceful coexistence characterized most of early 

seventeenth century interactions between the Mohawks and their 

neighboring tribes, the later part of that century witnessed 

a rapid rise in Mohawk military activity. By 1670 the Mohawks 
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posed the single largest military threat facing the French, 

the English, and neighboring tribes, such as the Mahicans and 

Abenakis. 

Mohawk spheres of influence continued to expand through 

the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries as, often in 

concert with the other League nations, they fought a series of 

successful wars against the Mahicans and Abenakis to the east 

and the Montagnais and Hurons to the north, as well as a 

number of other groups to the south and southwest. By 

defeating the Mahicans and the Abenakis, the Mohawks 

consolidated their economic and political power as traders in 

the early fur trade. 

TRADING, ADOPTION, AND RELIGION 

A number of important changes accompanied the epidemics. 

Mohawk regional expansion, heavily reliant on firearms and 

other European trade goods, proved to be simultaneously a 

divisive and consolidating factor in a rapidly changing 

society. While firearms were invaluable in asserting control 

over contested areas, in other ways, the adoption of Colonial 

material culture led to a break with the past: it was no 

longer as necessary to work together to produce clothing, 

weapons, or agricultural implements, for example. 
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Many facets of Colonial life, including Colonial 

pressures for native lands and the Colonial demands for pelts, 

helped consolidate the Mohawks into a powerful political and 

military force- In order to bolster their thinned tribal 

numbers, the Mohawks (and a number of other League members) 

established a social process that played an important role 

over the next few centuries in stabilizing Mohawk communities. 

Frequently, Mohawks adopted non-Iroquois Indians, usually 

those defeated in war, into the tribe. These adopted Indians 

in time came to enjoy all the benefits derived from membership 

in the tribe, including the full trust of its members while 

providing Mohawk communities with an important measure of 

security through ensuring an adequate n\imber of tribesmen. 

Exposure to, and, increasingly acceptance of, the 

Christian religions to which the Mohawk had been exposed, also 

played an important role in a changing tribal society. While 

early seventeenth century Christian attempts to proselytize 

the Mohawks met with little success, by the last quarter of 

that century several Christian orders, most notably the 

Jesuits and Sulpicians, had made strong in-roads among the 

Mohawks, as well as the other Iroquois nations. 

Tribal factionalism and political divisiveness mounted as 

the number of Christian Mohawks increased. These frictions 

led to a variety of profound changes in Mohawk and 

Confederation political and social life. 
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Francophile factions, then, encompassed 
three sets of social networks, and 
therein lay a dilemma: divisions cut 
across the lineages, clans, and moieties 
that defined traditional Iroquoian 
political structures and factional 
alignments. In the consensual politics of 
Iroquois councils, disputes were usually 
resolved, if they were settled at all, 
through a process of patient discussion 
in which clans or moieties advocated 
opposite sides of an issue until an 
agreement emerged... But because spouses 
(who were necessarily of different clans) 
proselyted each other, and because so 
many converts were adoptees (who were 
purposely scattered among various 
lineages), the formation of Christian 
francophile factions severely disrupted 
village politics... Disputes came to a 
head when converts boycotted or disrupted 
the village and League rituals that bound 
together Iroquois of different clans and 
nations (Richter, pp. 117-18). 

Many of the problems came to a head in the 1670s, during which 

the seemingly intractable differences between the Christian 

and non-Christian Mohawks led to increasingly more frequent 

confrontations. 

When Christians ceased to embrace the two 
central Iroquois myths and divorced 
themselves from ceremonies that had 
previously ratified their bonds to fellow 
villagers, they began to define themsel
ves as a distinct people. Non-Christians 
treated them accordingly. During the 
1670S some converts were stripped of 
their titles of office; others became 
targets of verbal abuse, attacks by 
stone-throwing boys, and physical 
assaults. such violence, which went 
beyond ordinary sanctions of ridicule and 
ostracism of deviants, did not stamp out 
the new faith... Perhaps, then, the 
violence should be seen not just as an 
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effort by traditionalists to force 
converts back into line but also as 
evidence of the formation of divergent 
communities within single villages. 
Christians were no longer the 
traditionalists' kin. They were, in some 
respects, enemies (Richter, pp. 118-19). 

As the cohesiveness of the Confederation began to deteriorate, 

the unified political and economic power the League nations 

had exerted in the past began to wane. Still a powerful force 

with which to contend, the schisms, which became increasingly 

numerous, culminated in a series of Mohawk migrations away 

from the traditional territorial center in the Mohawk Valley, 

to the north and, eventually, to the west. 

The religious divisions in Mohawk society, first visible 

in the mid-seventeenth century, proved to be a watershed in 

Mohawk social history. The factionalism that emerged as 

Christians and non-Christians failed to resolve their 

differences led, inevitably, to a series of changes in the 

ordering of traditional Mohawk community life. A new, 

alternate definition of what it was to be a member of the 

Mohawk Nation emerged, facilitated in part by a series of 

relocations that reinforced the notion of the separateness of 

those Christian Mohawks who left. 
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A number of Mohawk families started to relocate to a few 

Jesuit and Sulpician missions located just south of Montreal 

around 1667. While for many years Mohawks had relocated their 

communities on a semi-periodic basis, these new migrations 

represented a very different process. Prior to 1650 

communities in the Mohawk Valley relocated periodically for 

a variety of reasons, most commonly as a result of the 

exhaustion of the surrounding soils. In these cases, Mohawk 

villages tended to relocate within ten or twenty miles of the 

previous site. The distant and permanent relocation of large 

numbers of Mohawk families away from their Mohawk Valley 

communities as a result of inter-tribal tensions thus 

represented a new and very different migratory pattern. 

The flow of Mohawks, one of but a variety of tribes 

represented in these mission communities, increased steadily 

throughout the 1670s and 1680s until, in 1682, it is estimated 

that 600 people lived in Caughnawaga (Kahnawake), the Jesuit-

established town named after the easternmost Mohawk village in 

the Mohawk Valley. While a number of Mohawks emigrated to 

Canada solely for religious reasons, for most the decision was 

not so straight-forward, as 

secular and religious motives 
intertwined. Recognizing that few 
Iroquois could afford to devote 



themselves completely to the life of the 
spirit, missionaries struggled to create 
some material incentives to migration... 
In a time of stress and upheaval at home 
and of shortages and high prices on the 
Hudson, the promise of a comfortable 
living and secure trade with the French 
was sufficient to persuade many to go to 
Canada (Richter, p. 124). 

Most migrants went in groups rather than individually. Very 

often, those recently adopted into Iroquois tribes, -unhappy 

with life in Iroquoia, comprised the bulk of these groups. 

The establishment of these Mohawk villages outside 

traditional Mohawk territory was important for several 

reasons. First, the movements north represented a shift in 

Mohawk perceptions of nationhood. The establishment of the 

northern communities resulted in the break-up of the unified 

Mohawk Nation of the Mohawk Valley into a series of Mohawk 

communities, located at some distance from one another. While 

these communities shared a common history and a number of 

important social conventions, the essential nature of their 

bond — the cooperative operation within the same social 

system in, comparatively, close quarters — became perverted 

by distance and religious differences. 

Defining themselves more closely with their new 

religions, and the social differences which resulted from 

adherence to them, the northern Mohawk communities ceased to 

identify themselves closely with their southern brethren, 

taking on a national identity of their own. The die had been 
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cast. By the turn of the nineteenth century, a succession of 

community-wide Mohawk relocations resulted in the present day 

geographical and social arrangement, wherein a number of 

discrete and, for the most part, self-contained Mohawk 

communities existed. For the most part, these communities 

operated in isolation, though they continued to be nominal 

members of the greater League. 

Additionally, as is discussed in detail in a subsequent 

chapter, a set of social relationships was established or, 

perhaps, reinforced which became invaluable in providing these 

newly established Mohawk communities with a sense of 

cohesiveness and solidarity in a period of uncertainty and 

difficulty. Women, whose roles in Mohawk society have, from 

historic through modern times, allowed them to play a role 

central to the success of Mohawk communities, became increas

ingly important as a focal point around which Mohawk society 

was constructed. 

By the turn of the eighteenth century, much of the power 

wielded by the Mohawks, as "keepers of the eastern door," had 

eroded. The northern migrations of many Mohawks exacerbated 

a number of the social problems facing the Mohawks. Many of 

these difficulties resulted from Colonial pressures for land, 

as well as from the struggle between the French and English 

for control over the entire region. 
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THE ESTABLISHMENT OF AKWESASNE 

Akwesasne, the Mohawk community with which this study is 

concerned, was founded around 1755 primarily by refugees who 

left the community of Caughnawaga, located to the north-

While many of the details of this population shift are 

unclear, there is little doubt that, in general form, it bears 

close resemblance to many of the earlier Mohawk movements. 

In the middle of the eighteenth century, 
for various reasons — including 
exhaustion of land at Caughnawaga, a 
factional dispute there, and the desire 
of the French to establish an additional 
post on the Upper Saint Lawrence — a 
group from Caughnawaga moved to the head 
of Lake Saint Francis and built a village 
where an elevated point juts into the 
Saint Lawrence between the Saint Regis 
and Racquette rivers (Fenton, p. 473). 

The establishment of this separate Mohawk community at 

Akwesasne, also called St. Regis, in the middle of the 

eighteenth century marked the further splintering of the 

Mohawk nation into discrete and largely self-contained 

entities existing in relative geographic isolation. 

A mid-nineteenth century history of the counties in which 

Akwesasne came to be located is telling in several ways. 

On a beautiful and elevated point which 
juts into the St. Lawrence, where the 
river is crossed by the forty-fifth 
parallel of latitude, and between the 
mouths of the St. Regis and Racquette 
rivers, stands a dilapidated and antique 
looking village, whose massive and 



venerable church, with tine covered 
spire; whose narrow and filthy streets, 
and the general appearance of indolence 
and poverty of its inhabitants, and 
especially the accents of an unaccustomed 
language, almost convey to the casual 
visitor an impression that he is in a 
foreign land (Hough, p. 110). 

Hough clearly conveys both the beauty of Akwecasne and the 

cultural distinctness of the community. In addition. Hough's 

comments are interesting in that they clearly reflect commonly 

held historic (and present day) attitudes with respect to the 

"nature" of the American Indian: in this case, the Mohawks are 

"indolent." Figure 3 indicates the position of these 

villages, as well as the other Mohawk communities in present-

day Canada. 
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Figure 4, taken from the 1892 Extra Census Bulletin, is of the 

Mohawk Reservation at Akwesasne. 

ADDITIONAL POPULATION DISPERSEMENTS 

A number of factors came together in the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries which brought on a 

decline in the relative power of the Mohawks, when compared 

with their Colonial neighbors. Already weakened by disease, 

and divided over religion, the Mohawks struggled in their 

attempts to assert control over their Mohawk Valley homeland. 

The factionalism that became, to some extent, the hallmark of 

League interactions at the close seventeenth century continued 

unabated into the next century and, as a matter of course, 

continued to alter the way Confederation tribes interacted. 

Successful participation in the fur trade was integral to 

the amalgamation of Mohawk economic power throughout this 

period. For, as the value of furs fluctuated in European 

markets, so went much of the economic and, to a certain extent 

political power of the Mohawks. The first quarter of the 

eighteenth century witnessed periodic glutting of European 

markets with pelts. While initial French efforts to retrench 

these markets met with success, the imbalance of supply and 

demand eventually led to an economic collapse. 
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Falling prices caused by an oversupply of 
furs and skins on European markets in the 
1730s drove home a point that would 
remain valid even after markets revived 
in the 1740s: for the increasingly diver
sified economies of New York and 
Pennsylvania, the Indian trade, no matter 
how profitable, was becoming less 
important as each year went by (Richter, 
p. 270). 

The decline in importance of the fur trade ushered in a new 

era, in which already splintered Mohawk communities lost 

significant amounts of power to their non-Indian neighbors. 

A loss in economic power coincided with steadily increasing 

Colonial pressures for lands. 

CONFLICTING CONCEPTIONS OF "LAND" 

Land, to the Mohawk, and, for that matter, to most Native 

American peoples, was not a commodity to be bought and sold. 

Instead, land was the giver, and sustainer, of life. While 

tribes often exhibited hegemonic control over certain areas, 

the exclusive right to use an area, especially a large one, by 

one people was a foreign conception to the Mohawks. 

Colonial conceptions related to the meaning of land were 

based in European ideas related to the inherent value of, and 

proper use for, land. To the Colonist, land was a commodity 

to be utilized in such a way as to develop and maximize its 
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economic potential in accord with God's plan to produce a 

"bounteous earth." Difficulties arose as these competing 

ideas came into contact with one another. 

Among the Iroquois, the Mohawks, by virtue of their 

geographical location as "keepers of the eastern door," were 

the first to experience the loss of lands to the Colonists. 

In addition to differing conceptions related to the meaning 

and value of land, the two groups often had very different 

ideas related to the meanings of agreements to sell lands. 

The resulting confusion often led to animosity, distrust, and 

sometimes violence. 

In many cases, the Mohawks had no idea that land sales 

(as they are currently understood in contemporary Western 

society, wherein one party sells a certain tract of land to 

another) had transpired. Many Indian groups, the Mohawks 

being no exception, thought they were giving permission to 

their new neighbors to live on Indian lands. 

The Mohawks widely regarded the "payments," offered by 

Colonists in exchange for title to the "purchased" lands, as 

gifts. Indeed, gift-giving played a central role in many of 

the more important ceremonial interactions between Colonists 

and Indians. According to the historian Wilbur Jacobs, the 

meaning of gift-giving to the Mohawks and their neighbors 

during these Colonist-Indian meetings 

has seldom been understood by whites, or 
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for that matter white historians. When 
woodland Indian chiefs spoke of transfer 
of land from one people to another, they 
apparently referred to Indians alone. 
Investigators have found that almost all 
Algonquian and Iroquois tribes, 
particularly those of the Great Lakes, 
the Ohio Valley, and the Northeast, saw 
whites as strangers who could expect no 
land except that which was "given" to 
them by Indians. In return for such gifts 
of territory, the Indians could accept 
presents from whites in the form of 
reciprocity, but not compensation. 
There were, in short, no sales of land as 
we understand them, and whites were 
interlopers who could only receive 
"gifts" of land (p. 11, emphasis mine). 

Friction, sometimes leading to violent confrontations, 

inevitably resulted from the confusion that consistently arose 

with regard to these Indian-Colonist dealings. 

A steady decline in the areal extent of Mohawk Valley 

lands held by the Mohawks resulted from these seventeenth and 

eighteenth century transactions. By the middle of the 

eighteenth century the Mohawks living in the communities of 

the Mohawk Valley were starting to lose many of the advantages 

they had enjoyed over the course of the previous century or 

so. As the fur trade declined steadily in importance, leaving 

the Mohawks with a diminished economic importance, the number 

of Colonists, and the Colonial pressure for lands, continued 

to increase. 



57 

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

Many Mohawks sided with the British during the American 

Revolution, earning the enmity of the eventual victors of that 

struggle. After the close of the revolution a number of 

Colonial victors, intent on securing the agriculturally rich 

lands of the Mohawk Valley, burned to the ground a niomber of 

Mohawk communities. in several cases, these communities had 

maintained a policy of neutrality during the war. 

A final resettlement of the Mohawk Valley Mohawk occurred 

shortly after the American Revolution ended, primarily in two 

groups. The first of these groups, led by Joseph Brant, a 

British Loyalist, settled on a large tract of land along the 

Grand River in Canada, in 1784. This tract of land came to be 

known as the Grand River Reserve. 

Captain John Deserontyon led the second of these groups, 

which had fled to Montreal during the revolution and had 

established a settlement in 1777 in Lachine, near Caughnawaga. 

Deserontyon, another British Loyalist, afraid of relocating 

too close to the Americans, rejected the proposal of 

resettlement with Brant's group at Grand River. Around 1784 

Deserontyon's group moved to a small community on the Bay of 

Quinte, on the north shore of Lake Ontario, which came to be 

known as the Tyendinaga Reserve. 

These final movements of the Mohawk away from their 
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traditional Mohawk Valley communities ushered in a new era, 

dominated by a new conception of Mohawk nationality. 

With the establishment of these reserves, 
village autonomy reasserted itself. After 
1784 the Mohawks who had moved from Fort 
Hunter by way of Lachine to the Say of 
Quinte developed and maintained a 
political organization separate from 
those who had migrated from Canajoharie 
to the Grand River by way of Niagara 
(Fenton, p. 476) . 

Though still a part of the Iroquois Confederation, these 

geographically isolated Mohawk communities functioned largely 

as self-contained entities; as nations in their own right. 

CONCLUSIONS 

By the turn of the nineteenth century, most of the major 

movements of the Mohawk had been completed. The establishment 

of six or seven communities led, in turn, to a new sense of 

Mohawk nationality, as distance and factionalism took their 

toll on the solidarity and cohesiveness (both physical and 

social) that had symbolized Mohawk Valley life. 

The northern Mohawk settlements at Caughnawaga and, 

later, at Akwesasne grew as the physical and social pressures 

in the Mohawk Valley communities mounted. Life in the 

southern settlements became progressively more difficult 

throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As 
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epidemics swept through Mohawk territory populations declined 

precipitously, leading to a host of changes in Mohawk social 

and economic life. 

AJcwesasne, established in 1754, stands as the culmination 

of this process. The emergence of a new national identity at 

Akwesasne has been at the heart of the community's 

persevering, often in the face severe political and economic 

difficulties. At the core of this success stand the 

community's women, who have provided the requisite stability 

and security for the community, without which Akwesasne's 

success would have undoubtedly been tempered. 



CHAPTER 4 

A STATISTICAL OVERVIEW OF LIFE AT AKWESASNE 
THE CENSUSES OF 1845, 1850, AND 1892 
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Tiie economic life of the Akwssasns (or* St. Regis) 

Reservation has historically been, to a large extent, a 

reflection of the social life of the community. Economic life 

has worked within the larger social context, the parameters of 

which have been guided by the gender-specific roles and 

obligations Mohawks have played within their communities- The 

distinct economic roles played by men and women have 

reinforced social patterns that have, in turn, helped shape 

the ever-evolving community. 

Economics in Akwesasne, then, can be utilized as an 

indicator of the kind of social reality that existed within 

the community. These economic realities, based in gender-

shaped social life, have been built upon a series of ancient 

value and belief systems. These culturally-specific value 

systems played a central role in the economic choices taken up 

by the residents of Akwesasne and, more generally, in the 

development of a community-wide consciousness which proved to 

be important in helping residents define St. Regis. 

Census data from two periods in the last half of the 

nineteenth century will be analyzed in an attempt to comment 

on the social life of the Mohawk community at Akwesasne. This 

chapter will present the majority of data on early Akwesasne, 

while a subsequent chapter will utilize the data to draw a 

number of implicit and explicit connections between the data 

and Mohawk society. Finally, the construction of this social 
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reality at Akwesasne will be instructive in its ability to 

comment on the reasons underlying the continued success of the 

Mohawk nation at Akwesasne, despite a series of economic and 

political difficulties it has faced. 

The census data can be broken down into three categories: 

demographic, agricultural, and occupational. Population (or 

demographic) statistics provide the general demographic 

dimensions of the community. The agricultural and occupational 

statistics document the kinds of economic alternatives taken 

up by the Mohawks of Akwesasne and allude to the social life 

in which those economic ventures were set. 

LIMITATIONS OF CENSUS DATA 

The Schoolcraft censuses at mid-century (1845 and 1850), 

and the Donaldson census of 1892 form the backbone of this 

work. Each is replete with statistics on population, 

agriculture and the occupations in which the Mohawks were 

engaged. There is much of value in these censuses, though 

sloppiness and frustrating gaps in the available information 

often lead to more questions than answers. While uneven data 

collection proves to be a serious limitation, a number of 

other problems also exist which are important to recognize. 

Additionally, census takers have failed, by virtue of a mono-
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CVxltulTal. apprOaCll f tO HSlC ITOX&Vaiilt QlX^StlOnS. 

One of the most serious limitations to the collection of 

accurate envimerations rests with the people of Alcwesasne. As 

a sovereign nation, the people of Akwesasne have often refused 

to be counted in the census of another nation. The 

limitations this places on the census taker are obvious; to 

this day, enumerations of the Mohawks of Akwssasns are 

notoriously inaccurate. This problem has been especially 

acute in Canada, where population researchers have been 

attempting for years to develop reasonably accurate counts for 

the "Canadian" side of Akwesasne. The Mohawks living in 

Canada have been, by and large, unwilling to participate in 

any official Canadian census according to the "Indian" 

specialist with Statistics Canada. 

Second, the Treaty of Ghent, which brought to a close the 

War of 1812, established the forty-fifth parallel as the 

dividing line between Canada and the United States. 

Akwesasne, established around 1754, happened to straddle this 

parallel and, as a result, to rest within the boundaries of 

two foreign countries. While occasional censuses have been 

commissioned for Akwesasne, few enumerations have involved the 

populations on both sides of the "border," as revealed in 

Table 1. 

An additional complication has been the free movement of 

Mohawks from the "Canadian" to the "American" side, and vice 
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versa. This obviously presents the researcher with analytical 

problems: does a rapid drop on the Canadian side of the 

"border" indicate disease, movement off the reservation, or 

simply movement from one side of the border to the other 

(which is not counted)? Table 1 represents all known censuses 

of Akwesasne. 

Compiled in the mid-1970s, the Michelson compendium of 

Iroquois population figures stopped with the statistics for 

1970. The United States Census of Population provided the 

statistics for 1970 and 1980 for the "United States" side, 

which were not listed in Michelson. In addition, Michelson 

failed to list the population statistics for 1915 and 1925, 

which were extrapolated by the author from the New York State 

Censuses for those years. Pat Thomas, the economic 

development/planning specialist employed by the St. Regis 

Mohawk Tribe, provided me with the most recent figures. 
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TABLE 1 

POPULATION STATISTICS - AKWESASNE RESERVATION 

Year U.S. Canada Total Year U.S. Canada Total 

1818 400 1909 1349 1501 2850 

1824 300 1915 1082 

1835 344 1924 1602 

1845 360 1925 976 

1852 1100 1944 1613 

1856 685 1959 2420 

1884 2075 1961 2539 

1888 1179 1962 1865 

1890 1170 1190 2360 1967 2838 

1895 1254 1970 1199 2974 4173 

1902 1208 1386 2594 1980 1729 

1904 1208 1426 2634 1993 5161 6000 11161 
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SCHOOLCRAFT CENSUSES OF 1845 AND 1850 

The earliest thorough census taken of the Iroquois was 

commissioned by the New York State Senate in compliance with 

the "fifteenth section of the act chapter 140 of the laws of 

1845" (Schoolcraft, p. l) . This act set forth the various 

requirements for the compilation of the state census. The New 

York State legislators felt that 

It was a desideratum in American 
statistics, that a complete census of one 
of these primary [Indian] stocks, who had 
lived in our neighborhood all this time, 
and still preserved their nationality, 
should be taken. This task New-York 
executed in 1845 (Schoolcraft, preface). 

Accordingly, Henry R. Schoolcraft was commissioned as "a 

marshal under the 15th section of the census act" 

(Schoolcraft, 1845, p. 20) and developed an enumeration of the 

Iroquois living on the nine reservations resting within New 

York State's borders. 

As described above, while Schoolcraft's censuses provide 

the analyst with much of importance relative to life in 

Akwesasne in the mid-19th century, any enthusiasm must be 

tempered in several important ways. First, it is very 

probable that Schoolcraft's population estimates undercounted 

the number of Mohawks living in Akwesasne as a result of 

prevailing attitudes on the part of those unwilling to be 

counted. Second, the data collected in these censuses 
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reflect, at best, a fragmentary picture of the life of the 

trans-border community of Akwesasne. 

In 1845 Schoolcraft reported a total population of 260 

Mohawks, in forty-nine "families," south of the border in 

Akwesasne. While the statistical categories reported were, 

unfortunately, incomplete in describing the ntimbers of people 

in each age group, there is enough information available to 

make some deductions with respect to the general age 

characteristics of the population. Table 2 illustrates some 

of the demographic information contained in the 1845 and 1850 

censuses. 

TABLE 2 

POPULATION STATISTICS - 1845, 1850 

Year Pop Avg Family M/F Ratio US Born GB Born 

1845 260 5.3 126/134 125 135 

1850 450 3.7 203/236 

"Families" are not defined. Unfortunately, it is 

impossible to know whether the term referred to the extended 
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families that typified Mohawk matrilineal society. In all 

probability, census data with respect to families reflected 

the number of persons in the nuclear, rather than the 

extended, family. Inferences that can be realistically drawn 

from such ambiguous data are clearly limited. Internal 

inconsistencies in the 1850 census data must also be noted. 

Schoolcraft noted in his description of Akwesasne that 

families averaged 5.0 individuals, though Table 2 indicates 

the figure arrived at by dividing the population by the number 

of families. 

Several observations can be made with respect to this 

data, despite these limitations. First, fairly equal numbers 

of males and females were recorded in the population at 

Akwesasne. Again, it is difficult to attribute much to this 

statistic. As I will discuss in greater detail subsequently, 

many working-age Mohawk men spent much of their time away from 

the reservation. As a result, while Schoolcraft reported 

equal numbers of males and females, it is probable that their 

distribution on the reservation was uneven. Working age men 

would have been under-represented, while younger and older men 

would have been fully represented. 

Another obvious inference to be drawn from the data is 

that youth was disproportionately represented on the St. Regis 

Reservation. Of the 260 Mohawks living at Akwesasne in 1845, 

81 (or 31.2%) were between the ages of five and sixteen. By 
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1850, the 239 Mohawk youths between five and sixteen years 

old living on the St. Regis Reservation comprised an even 

larger portion of the population (52.6%) . Most of the rest of 

the Mohawks in residence at Akwesasne fell into the either the 

"under-five" or "sixteen to forty-five" year old age groups. 

Of the 134 women enumerated by Schoolcraft in 1845, a 

very small proportion (only 18, or 13.4%) fell into the over 

forty-five year old category. Schoolcraft did not report this 

statistic on the 1850 census. While no similar data with 

respect to men's age groups were reported, there is no reason 

to suppose that the proportion of men in the over forty-five 

years old age cohorts deviated significantly from the age 

distribution calculable through the population statistics with 

respect to women. 

Host of the remaining categories of population data 

related to either the married status of women or the numbers 

of births and deaths recorded at Akwesasne in the previous 

year. According to these data, most Mohawk women under the 

age of forty-five tended to be married. Schoolcraft reported 

in 1845 that nearly all unmarried females were young. Sixty-

seven of seventy-two unmarried women (93.1%) were under 

sixteen years of age, and as a result, could probably be 

counted, even at the older end of the range, as slightly too 

young to be married. Women of marriageable age seem to have 

been married. The 1850 census failed to report on most of 
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•these marriage categories. 

Seven births occurred at Akwesasne in the year previous 

to the 1845 census survey, all of which were female. I n 

addition to the seven births, the Mohawk tribe also reported 

the deaths of four women. Among the male population five 

deaths occurred, while no male babies were born that year to 

replace those who died. As a result, the female population 

grew by four, while the male population recorded a net loss of 

five. However, the net change in total population proved to 

be negligible, with the population declining by one. 

The 1850 census revealed a similar pattern: nine total 

births replaced nine deaths. All nine births were male, while 

only three of the deaths were male. Thus, the net change in 

the male population was an addition of six. The female 

population recorded a net loss of six, as no births replaced 

the six women who died. No net change in the Mohawk 

population occurred as a result of nativity or mortality 

statistics. 

The census total for 1845 listed in Table l above reports 

360 Mohawks on the "American" side of the border: the reason 

for this discrepancy is unclear. Michelson utilized 

Schoolcraft's census for his population statistic for 1845 and 

it may be that this was either an error on the part of 

Michelson or that Schoolcraft reported 360 rather than 260 

Mohawks in another of his many published works-
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The final remaining population statistic from 

Schoolcraft's census indicates the importance of accounting 

for the border in any analysis of census materials with 

respect to the St. Regis Reservation, lest confusion become a 

central feature of such work. As Table 2 notes above, two-

hundred fifty of the two-hundred sixty Mohawks counted at 

Akwesasne in 1845 reported their birthplace in one of two 

ways: either as "Number of members of the same family, born in 

the State of New York" (in the Table, called "US Born") or as 

"Number of members of the family born in Great Britain, or its 

possessions," (in the Table, called "GB Born") i.e., Canada 

(Schoolcraft, 1845, p. 192). A review of Table 2 indicates 

the porosity of the "border," in that the existence of the 

border made little difference to the residents of Alcwesasne; 

populations moved freely across it in both directions, and 

often in fairly large volumes. 

This pattern of movement, first detailed in the 1845 

census, is still visible today. Pat Thomas, the economic 

development/planning director for the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe 

(who was helpful in supplying the most recent population 

estimates for Akwesasne), reported that such shifts still 

occur with great frequency and that the "border" is 

universally ignored in Akwesasne. 
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DIFFICULTIES WITH THE CENSUS 

There are a niimber of additional problems with which the 

researcher must contend as a result of Akwesasne's 

geographical position astride the St. Lawrence River. In 

addition to the steady stream of migrants across the "border," 

and the challenges presented by that phenomenon to the 

enumerator, is the problem of uneven data collection by the 

respective census bureaus of the United States and Canada. As 

alluded to in an earlier section of this chapter, developing 

an accurate idea of the entire population of Akwesasne is 

difficult for political, as well as methodological, reasons. 

In addition to a strong resistance on the part of Mohawks 

to be counted as a part of the census rolls of a foreign 

nation, there have been very few coordinated efforts to 

compile the population statistics with respect to the trans-

border reservation at Akwesasne. The effects of this are 

unfortunate, in that it is impossible to analyze the 

statistics available on Akwesasne, as a reservation within the 

larger series of reservations which comprises much of the land 

of the modern-day Iroquois Confederation. 

Comparative studies are very difficult as a result of 

this uneven data collection. The difficulty implicit in the 

presentation of skewed data is well illustrated in an analysis 

of the population size of Akwesasne, relative to the other 
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Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) reservations in New York state. 

Table 3 provides disaggregated population totals for each of 

the New York State Indian reservations, as reported by 

Schoolcraft in 1845 and 1850. The problem herein is obvious: 

neither of Schoolcraft's censuses can provide a realistic 

enumeration of the Mohawk community at Akwesasne, as the 

"Canadian" side was not surveyed (see Table 1) . Without 

understanding the population (as well as the occupational or 

agricultural) dynamics of the entire reservation, it becomes 

very difficult to draw comparisons between the St. Regis 

Reservation and any of the other reservations surveyed. 

The 1852 census (see Table 1) , undertaken by the Canadian 

government, revealed that the population statistic of 260 

persons living on the St. Regis Reservation in 1845 was, in 

all probability, a small fraction of the total population of 

Akwesasne. It would be illogical to assume that, in the 

absence of mass out-migration, epidemic disease, or population 

decimation as the result of engagement in war (none of which 

are known to have occurred during the 1840s or 1850s) , the 

1845 estimate of 260 residents represented other than a rather 

small portion of the total Akwesasne population, since a 

survey undertaken just seven years later indicated that 1100 

people resided on both sides of the "border" in Akwesasne. 

The Schoolcraft census of 1850 also seems to support this 

conclusion. The flow across the "border" played, in all 



TABLE 3 

POPULAl'ION STATISTICS - INDIAN RESERVATIONS, 1845 

Reservation Population 1845 Population 1850 

Cattaraugus 808 871 

Alleghany 783 582 

Tonawanda 505 668 

Buffalo 446 656 

Onondaga 368 312 

Tuscarora 312 285 

St. Regis 260 450 

Oneida 157 153 

Cayugas* 114 150 

their own lands since near the end of the American 
Revolution; the Cayugas have long fought for their 
own lands, and may win their fight within the next 
decade or so. This figure represents the Cayugas 
who lived on the Cattaraugus Reservation. 
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probability, an important role in the statistics reported on 

either side. 

In the absence of a coordinated effort on behalf of the 

census bureaus in Canada and the United States (not to mention 

a population loath to be counted) , the census takers on either 

side of the border had a difficult task set for them. Drastic 

population undercounting became the norm. Table 3 indicates 

this; it is otherwise nearly impossible to reconcile the 

divergent population statistics. Without taking into account 

the effects of the border, as well as the hesitance on the 

part of the Mohawks to be counted, the population increase 

from 1845 and 1850 of over forty percent is difficult to 

understand. 

ADDITIONAL STATISTICS - 1845 AND 1850 

The remainder of Schoolcraft's censuses reported on a 

range of agricultural and horticultural (equated with 

livestock-raising in these censuses) statistics, at least with 

respect to St. Regis. A number of further occupational 

statistics are listed with respect to the other eight New York 

State reservations, indicated by name in Table 3. Among the 

statistics presented by Schoolcraft for the remaining 

reservations were the numbers of farmers, physicians, lawyers. 
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mechanics, "semi-hunters or who derive suppart (sic) in part 

from the chase," (Schoolcraft, 1845, p. 199) and teachers, 

among others. Schoolcraft put forth no explanation for the 

lack of such statistics with respect to Akwesasne in the 1845 

census. 

These unfortunate deficiencies aside, much can be learned 

from these censuses. Farming played an integral part in the 

lives of those living at Akwesasne, as it did for those living 

on the other New York State reservations and in the 

surrounding non-Indian communities of the day. Table 4 

provides some idea of the types of crops grown, and the acres 

of land devoted to growing them, on the "New York" side of 

Akwesasne, as well as on the other reservations found within 

the confines of the state. 

As with the population statistics, limitations resulting 

from partial data collection with respect the reservation are 

placed on the researcher interested in analyzing more than 

half of the St. Regis Reservation. While these limitations 

make some research questions difficult or impossible to 

answer, the available data are revealing in that they suggest 

the importance of farming as an economic pursuit on the 

reservation. Table 5 provides the "horticultural" statistics 

recorded in the 1845 and 1850 censuses. These statistics 

suggest that "horticulture" played an important role in the 

economic life of Akwesasne: such pursuits seem to have, at 



TABLE 4 

AGRICULTURAL STATISTICS - 1845, 1850 

Crop Acres 1845 Bushels 1845 Bushels 1850 

Barley 3/4 

Peas 27 105 810 

Beans 11 18 290 

Buckwheat 8 - —  60 

Turneps (sic) 13/16 

Potatoes 20 5/8 410 510 

Wheat 42 1/2 195 774 

Corn 65 1/2 658 1/2 3,401 

Oats 51 290 2,360 

TABLE 5 

"HORTICULTURAL" STATISTICS - 1845, 1850 

Livestock 1845 Population 1850 Population 

Neat cattle 90 39 

Cows (milked) 42 108 

Oxen — 20 

Hogs 112 303 

Horses 50 90 
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least, added substantial value to the farming-related industry 

at Akwesasne. 

The questions asked by census-takers often shed more 

light on the interests of the questioner than the respondent. 

However, in the case of the 1845 census, the emphasis placed 

on agriculture and livestock-raising was proper (Tooker; 

Schoolcraft, 1846). Few would dispute the importance, 

reflected in general terms in the Schoolcraft censuses, of 

farming in the lives of the Mohawks at Akwesasne during the 

mid-19th century. As a result, the 1845 census provides a 

fair amount of detail with respect to the types of farming and 

land-use common in Akwesasne in the mid-19th century. The 1850 

census provides even greater detail. Unfortunately, these 

censuses fall short in providing data on the non-farming 

pursuits of Akwesasne in 1845 and, as a result, a full picture 

of economic life at St. Regis fails to emerge. 

THE LATER PERIOD 

This section will set forth many of the statistical 

records embodied in the 1892 census. Where possible, direct 

comparisons with the censuses of 1845 and 1850 will be made in 

order to shed light on the kinds of developments that took 

place over the course of the intervening forty-seven years. 
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As with the earlier censuses, the most interesting inferences 

drawn from the data (those issues concerned with the gender 

roles and social life of the community) will be discussed more 

fully in a subsequent chapter. 

Among the various censuses taken of the native 

populations of New York State over the course of the last 

couple hundred years, the most detailed was compiled by Thomas 

Donaldson as an Extra Census Bulletin to the Eleventh Census 

of the United States. Donaldson provided a great deal of 

detail with respect to many facets of the lives of those 

Indians residing on the reservations of New York State in the 

last decade of the nineteenth century. 

THE CENSUS OF 1892 

In addition to expanding the number of categories for 

which the Census Bureau collected statistics, the 1892 census 

provided a set of population statistics which can be regarded 

as substantially more accurate than those presented in the 

earlier censuses. As described earlier, the total population 

figure presented in 1845 by Schoolcraft, of 260 total persons 

residing on the American side of the "border," probably 

undercounted for one reason or another the number of Mohawks 

in residence at the St. Regis Reservation. 
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The argximent that the 1845 census significantly 

undercounted the population at Akwesasne is buttressed by the 

census figures of 1850, which indicated a dramatic increase in 

population from 260 to 450. The validity of this conclusion 

is enhanced through an analysis of the 1892 census. 

While the population statistics for the other Iroquois 

reservations fall within the range one would expect, taking as 

accurate the returns from 1845, those with respect to 

Akwesasne are wildly divergent. While Schoolcraft counted 260 

residents on the "American" side of St. Regis, Donaldson 

reported that 1,170 Mohawks resided on the United States side 

of the "border" in 1890; of these, only thirteen were not 

Indian. With the assistance of the superintendent of Indian 

affairs of Canada, the 1892 Extra Census Bulletin reported 

that 1,190 Iroquois lived on the "Canadian" side of St. Regis 

in 1890. Mohawks comprised nearly all of these Iroquois 

Indians. 

In sum, 2,360 people lived on the Akwesasne Mohawk 

Reservation. This population represented roughly one-third of 

the total Mohawk population on all "Canadian" and "United 

States" reservations. Table 6 indicates the 1892 and 1991 

populations of each of the six Mohawk reservations (or 

"reserves" in Canadian), in the Eastern United States and 

Canada. In addition, the percentage of Mohawks on each of the 

reservations within the Mohawk Reservation system is noted. 



TABLE 6 

MOHAWK INDIAN RESERVATION POPULATIONS - 1892, 1991 

Reservation Population 
1892 

% 
Total 

Population 
1991 

% 
Total 

Grand River 1,344 19.2 7,732 29.6 

Tyendinaga 1,056 15.1 - 1,753 6.7 

Caughnawaga 1,722 24.7 5,591 21.4 

Akwesasne -
U.S. 

1,157 33.6 1,978 38.9 

Akwesasne -
Canada 

1,190 

33.6 

8,170 

38.9 

Oka 
(Kanesatake) 

375 5.4 760 2.9 

Gibson 137 2.0 120 0.5 

All 
reservations 

6,981 100.0 26,104 100.0 
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The 1991 population statistics indicate similar relative 

proportions of Mohawks on each of the reservations. As with 

the 1892 estimates, over one-third of the Mohawks in that 

reservation system inhabited the trans-border lands of 

Akwesasne. 

The discrepancy between the figures of Schoolcraft and 

Donaldson is curious, especially as the population statistics 

with respect to the other reservations surveyed seem more in

line with one another than those pertaining to St. Regis. 

Despite the probable inaccuracy of Schoolcraft's 1845 

estimate, the earlier censuses indicated similar demographic 

trends common to all three censuses. 

Of the 1,157 Indians living on the "New York" side of the 

St. Regis Reservation, the ratio of men to women approximated 

an even distribution (585 men: 572 women), In addition, the 

predominance of youth captured in the earlier censuses 

continued to be a central feature of the population census of 

1892. 

While detailed statistics were not reported on age 

cohorts for both men and women in either census, the available 

statistics on the relative youth of the male population are 

suggestive. In both the earlier and later censuses, greater 

than half of the community's male population had not attained 

twenty-one years of age. In 1850, 111 of 203 (54.7%) Mohawk 

men had not reached the age of twenty-one; in 1892, 338 of 585 
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men (or 57.7%) were under twenty-one. 

The population of Akwesasne in 1892 was not quite as 

young as that of 1845, although there continued to be a small 

proportion of the total population in old age. Again, the 

statistics derived from the 1892 census returns could not be 

extrapolated from the survey of 1845. While Schoolcraft 

failed to report any statistics on those over forty-five years 

of age in 1845, in the 1850 census he reported only 11 of 450 

(or 2.4%) of the total population between sixty and one-

hundred years of age. Donaldson provided even more detailed 

statistics on the numbers of older people, breaking down the 

sixty to one-hundred year old age group into foiar decennial 

periods. Donaldson reported in 1892 that the population over 

sixty years old only totaled 46 of 1,157 individuals (or 

4.0%). 

Other population trends first isolated by Schoolcraft are 

seen again in the enumeration presented by Donaldson. 

Schoolcraft reported approximately 5.3 persons per family in 

1845 and 5.0 per family in 1850, though (as noted earlier) my 

calculations from this data reveal an average "family" size of 

3.7 (see Table 2). Donaldson listed 215 families, of a total 

population of 1,157, on the "United States" side of Akwesasne 

in 1892, which resulted in an average family size of 5.4 

people, "Family" size remained relatively constant. 

Finally, there was again no great discrepancy between the 
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number of births and deaths at St. Regis. The 1845 and 1850 

censuses reported even or fairly-even numbers of births and 

deaths, a tendency also reported in 1892, during which there 

was no net change in the population of Akwesasne through 

mortality or nativity statistics. Twenty-five births replaced 

the twenty-five people who died. 

RELIGIOUS STATISTICS 

In addition to various population, economic, and 

agricultural statistics, the 1892 census provided an 

interesting range of statistics with respect to religious 

affiliation of the residents of Akwesasne. A series of social 

and religious frictions arose at Caughnawaga in the early 

eighteenth century. A splinter group left this larger Mohawk 

community to the north in the middle eighteenth century, 

settling in St. Regis around 1754. Akwesasne's Christian 

community has played an important role in the community since 

its founding. Donaldson collected information on what was, in 

all probability, but a small sample of the "church going" 

population. It is problematic to assign too much weight to 

these the statistics, as "church going" does not equate with 

religious affiliation, but is probably a sub-set of the group 

that identifies itself as christian. At any rate, the data 
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collected seem to indicate the continued importance of 

Christianity among the residents of St. Regis. 

Despite the important additional view of Mohawk social 

life offered by these religious statistics, it is important to 

bear in mind two restrictions of these data. The first, 

already noted, is that these religious data are probably no 

more than a representative sample of the church-going popula

tion at Akwesasne. Second, it is important to bear in mind the 

restrictions that arise as a result of the culttiral bias of 

the surveyors and the questions they asked, or failed to ask. 

Any census survey tends to reflect the interests of those who 

commissioned that survey. 

In the example of the 1845 Schoolcraft census, a great 

deal of statistical detail was collected on the agricultural 

products produced by the residents of Akwesasne. While the 

thorough statistical detail on agricultural production may 

have been indicative of the importance of agriculture as an 

economic or social pursuit in the lives of these residents, 

the great detail collected with respect to these statistics 

can have as easily suggested a high degree of interest on the 

part of the census bureau with respect to agriculture on the 

St. Regis Reservation. 

In the case of the 1892 census, Donaldson collected 

information on religious affiliation, as well as on the number 

of churches on each reservation and the financial aid received 
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by these churches from New York State- While Christianity had 

played an important historic role in the establishment of the 

community at Akwesasne, as well as in the religious lives of 

a large number of its residents, it has never enjoyed 

universal support in the community. An Iroquois religion, 

established by the Seneca prophet Handsome Lake in the 

eighteenth century, took hold to a small degree in Akwesasne 

during the course of the last century. Despite its small 

following, its exclusion from Donaldson's "denominational" 

categories leaves an important element of this picture of 

religious life at Akwesasne missing (see Fenton, 1978, p. 478; 

support for this ^Longhouse' religion has grown since around 

1930). 

Bearing in mind these qualifications, Donaldson's data 

on "church goers" is important. Donaldson recorded 373 in

dividuals (representing just 32.2% of the total Indian 

population on the "United States" side of the reservation) who 

reported attendance at one of a few churches. Of the six 

denominational categories listed in the 1892 census (Baptist, 

Methodist, Wesleyan, Episcopal, Presbyterian, and Catholic) 

three had adherents at Akwesasne. As its history would 

suggest, the majority of Christians at St. Regis practiced 

Catholicism. 

According to Donaldson's statistics, of the 373 church

goers, 300 (80.4%) were Catholic. The majority of the rest 
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(68, or 18.2%) practiced Methodism, while a very few (5, or 

1.3%) were Episcopal- As Donaldson noted in a later section 

of the text accompanying the various statistical enumerations, 

"three-fourths of the American St- Regis Indians belong to the 

Roman Catholic church and worship with their Canadian brethren 

at the parish church of Saint Regis, immediately over the 

Canada line" (Schoolcraft, p- 45) - Christianity, of great 

importance in the lives of the seventeenth century residents 

of Akwesasne and the other northern Mohawk communities, 

continued to play an important role in the social lives of the 

Mohawks of the late nineteenth century. 

In the case of Akwesasne, Christianity has been an 

important factor in several ways. First, Christianity has 

played a central role in the establishment of the community. 

Second, it has provided one of the common community bonds 

which, indirectly, has allowed Akwesasne to flourish. 

AGRICULTURAL AND "HORTICULTURAL" STATISTICS 

The 1892 census provides good detail on a wide range of 

agricultural and livestock-raising statistics, as did the 

earlier 1845 census. The total number of acres on the 

"American" side of the reservation totaled 14,640, not 

including 640 acres of swamp land- Of these, Donaldson 
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estimated 9,000 acres to be tillable and 4,500 fit only for 

grazing. Just less than half of the estimated tillable acres 

were actually cultivated (4,033.5). Seven-thousand acres had 

been fenced at the time of the census. 

The importance of farming as an economic pursuit had 

fallen off between the 1845 and 1892 census. Table 7 

demonstrates the steady growth in agricultural production from 

1845 to 1892. Ironically, despite this growth, the role 

agriculture played in the overall economic life of Akwesasne 

diminished with time. Other pursuits augmented or supplanted, 

to some extent, agriculture at Akwesasne. Livestock-raising, 

as well as the production of crafts (especially basketmaking), 

proved to be increasingly more valuable as an economic pursuit 

than agriculture. The total value of the agricultural crops 

reported in the Donaldson census was $8,411- As Donaldson 

noted, the large scale farmer was a rarity on the various 

Iroquois reservations. 

The business of farming, except by a few of the 
Saint Regis Indians, is carried on only to the 
extent of barely securing crops for home use. A 
larger proportion of the Saint Regis than of any 
other Indians own at least 1 horse, and a cow is 
regarded as a necessity; hence, small crops of corn 
and oats are found quite general among those of 
small means; but this sort of farming does not 
improve the soil (Donaldson, p. 49). 

Despite the small-scale nature of the farming ventures at St. 

Regis, as well as the other New York State reservations, the 

volume of bushels produced increased dramatically in the case 
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TABLE 7 

CROP PRODUCTION - 1845, 1850, 1892 

Crops Bushels 
1845 

Bushels 
1850 

Bushels 
1892 

Crop Value 
1892 

Wheat 195 774 731 $607 

Oats 290 2,360 9,049 $4,224 

Buckwheat 60 30 $30 

Hay 210 $1,470 

Peas 105 810 190 $237 

Corn 658 1/2 3,401 5,306 $1,753 

Beans 18 290 40 $90 
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Of every crop under cultivation between 1845 and 1892, with 

the exception of potatoes, turnips, and barley — which, by 

1892, had presumably been phased out of the agricultural 

production scheme. While agricultural production continued to 

feed the community, a number of other ventures became more 

important economically. In addition to those ventures already 

mentioned, employment in ironwork, starting around 1886, 

provided a valuable economic alternative for the residents of 

Akwesasne (Hill, pp. 16-13). 

Greater crop yields resulted from a variety of changes in 

the intervening years. Most important, the number of acres 

under cultivation grew considerably, from nearly 600 in 1845 

to just over 4,000 in 1892. Additionally, advances in the 

agricultural sciences undoubtedly played a large role in the 

increased productivity of the land. Advances in the successful 

implementation of fertilizers and pest controls all led to 

greater efficiency and, thus, greater crop yields. 

Despite dramatic increases in the number and value of 

crops produced between 1845 and 1892, the overall value of 

agricultural products compared with other economic ventures 

probably dropped in that period. Accordingly, livestock-

raising played a larger role in the economic life of the 

Mohawks. This is further indicated in Table 7, which lists 

hay and oats, used as animal fodder, as two of the most 

valuable crops. Table 8 provides comparative information 



TABLE 8 

"HORTICULTURAL" STATISTICS - AKWESASNE, 1892 

Livestock 1845 1850 1892 Value 1892 

Horses 50 90 266 $23,940 

Swine 112 303 138 $828 

Fowl 929 $232 

Cattle 90 39 472 $9,440 

Sheep 6 $36 
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on "horticulture" at Akwesasne, taken from the 1845, 1850, 

and 1892 censuses. 

Livestock were over four times more valuable, 

economically, than agricultural products in 1892. As with the 

crop statistics, Donaldson reported draunatic increases in the 

numbers of livestock kept, though it is difficult to gauge 

with any certainty the change in weight these livestock 

statistics should be accorded. 

OCCUPATIONAL STATISTICS 

In addition to providing increased detail with respect to 

agricultural and horticultural, as well as religious, 

statistics, one of Donaldson's major contributions with 

respect to this particular enumeration was the rigorous and 

detailed attention he paid to the occupational characteristics 

of Akwesasne. Schoolcraft failed to provide much detail in 

either census with respect to the occupational pursuits of the 

residents of Akwesasne; farming was his sole focus. 

Schoolcraft's neglect in collecting occupational 

statistics is unfortunate for a number of reasons. Its most 

serious consequence in terms of this study is that it inhibits 

comparison between mid and late century data. However, it is 

important to note that Donaldson's reporting is probably, to 
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some degree, a reflection of the increase in variety and 

volume of the jobs that became available as the century came 

to a close. 

A number of employment opportunities had arisen within 

the forty-seven years between censuses that resulted in 

greater opportunities for Mohawk workers of both sexes. 

However, while Mohawk women continued to live and work on the 

reservation, Mohawk men found, increasingly, much in the way 

of appealing off-reservation employment. 

As discussed more fully in the conclusion of this 

chapter, off-reservation employment in ironworking, the fur 

trade, and as entertainers, allowed Mohawk men to incorporate 

important historic elements of Mohawk culture into their 

lifestyles. Specifically, most of the occupations taken up by 

Mohawk men in the late nineteenth century involved extensive 

travel, excitement, and, not infrequently, large amounts of 

danger. 

Table 9 provides the complete occupational pursuits, as 

listed in Donaldson, of the residents of Akwesasne. In all, 

399 workers were enumerated in the 1892 census. It is 

important to note, with respect to Table 9, that "children" 

(age not defined) represented roughly thirty percent (127 of 

399) of the workers listed by Donaldson. The vast majority of 

these children worked in basket-making, an economic pursuit 

which, as noted above, provided the reservation with its most 



TABLE 9 

OCCUPATIONAL STATISTICS - AKWESASNE, 1892 

Occupation Employed Occupation Employed 

Basketmakers 177 Guides 3 

Beadworkers 9 Housekeepers 1 

Bows & Arrows 1 Laborers 48 

Carpenters 4 Laundresses 2 

clerks 1 Limbermen 2 

Doctors 5 Mechanics 2 

Domestics 3 Music & 
School 

teachers 

1 

Fanners 113 Musicians 1 

Fishing, 
hunting & 
trapping 

10 Preachers 1 

Gardeners 6 Show People 9 
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lucrative retail venture (Donaldson, p. 50). 

clearly, farming continued to play an important role in 

the economic life of the community, as just over forty percent 

(113 of 277) of adult workers reported farming as their 

occupation. Unfortunately, sex-specific statistics with 

respect to any of the occupational categories listed in Figure 

9 went unreported by Donaldson. Mohawk social patterns 

suggest that Mohawk women contributed the majority of the 

time and effort necessary to realize the crop yields, though 

in most cases, in all probability, fields produced enough 

crops for family consumption only. 

For the first time, employment as basketmakers and 

laborers appeared in the census returns. While the majority 

of laborers probably (Donaldson does not specify) worked in 

road maintenance crews, a number undoubtedly labored on the 

high steel structures rapidly rising in a number of large 

urban areas (see Hill, pp. 16-40; Wilson, pp.13-18). 

While employment in ironworking proved to be an essential 

feature of the newly emerging Mohawk occupational system, it 

represented but one of a number of occupations that would 

prove important in this new system. Employment in hunting, 

fishing and trapping (which employed 10 people) and as 

entertainers (which employed 9) , were important indicators of 

a new pattern of employment for Mohawk men. Hunting, fishing 

and trapping employment offered the Mohawk man the opportunity 
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to take utilize some of his historic subsistence skills, while 

the Mohawk entertainers often worked farther from the 

reservation than did the ironworkers. These entertainers, 

employed in the "Wild West" shows that became very popular at 

the turn of the century, led a particularly peripatetic life. 

Basketmaking, a lucrative economic opportunity at the 

turn of the century, became increasingly important in Mohawk 

social life. As noted above, basketmaking was more a family 

affair than other occupational pursuits, as large numbers of 

children (too young to perform other kinds of work) 

contributed to their families' incomes. 

Basket making has recently risen to the most 
important place among the activities of the Saint 
Regis Indians. It occupies the time of one or more 
of nearly every family, and the schedules show that 
nearly one-sixth of the entire population have 
suddenly concentrated their energies upon this 
occupation. It guarantees a good support, with 
prompt pay, and the beauty, variety, and artistic 
combinations of the new designs prove the 
enterprise a success. The sales made during the 
census year by the Saint Regis Indians netted a 
little more than $55,000, or an average of $250 to 
each family, and nearly ten times as much as was 
realized from the sale of crops by the few farmers 
who made farming their regular business (Donaldson, 
p.50). 

Basketmaking and, to a lesser extent, livestock-raising played 

central roles in changing the nature of economic life at 

Akwesasne. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Each of the nineteenth century censuses analyzed in this 

chapter provides a wide range of descriptive statistics for 

the residents of the Akwesasne Mohawk Indian reservation. 

Much can be learned from these data, especially with respect 

to the demographic profile of the community, though important 

limitations exist. Akwesasne had a disproportionately young 

population, with the vast majority of individuals under 

twenty-five years of age. The number of males and females 

tended to be roughly equal, though the niimber of working-age 

males in residence on the reservation probably fluctuated. 

While the 1845 and 1850 censuses provide less detail than 

the 1892 census with respect to occupational statistics, the 

earlier censuses are valuable in that the agricultural 

statistics contained therein clearly indicate the importance 

of agriculture in the economic life of the community. 

Agriculture proved to be one of the most important activities 

in the lives of the nineteenth century residents of Akwesasne. 

Ironically, the relative importance of agriculture as an 

economic venture declined at Akwesasne as the century drew to 

a close. While greater agricultural yields were realized 

through a greater number of acres under cultivation, farming 

declined in importance as other economic opportunities arose. 

By 1892, a number of these ventures — most notably 
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basketmaking and ironworking — had taken on a great deal of 

importance in the economy of Akwesasne. 

Economically, the 1890s witnessed a wide variety of 

changes, most not captured by the census, that occurred in the 

life of Akwesasne. As agricultural production declined in 

importance, a variety of economic opportunities opened for the 

Mohawks. In most cases, Mohawk men seized the opportunities 

that offered either danger or travel or, preferably (from his 

point of view), both (see Freilich; Fenton, 1978, p. 478). 

The fur trade of Western Canada employed a number of 

Mohawk men in the mid-nineteenth century. Historically an 

important part of Mohawk life, the fur trade offered both 

danger (primarily as a result of exposure to the bitter winter 

weather of the Canadian Rockies, though, as noted above, 

occasional skirmishes were fought with other Indian groups) 

and travel to the Mohawk worker (Freilich, p. 476). While a 

number of Mohawk men eventually brought their families with 

them, in a permanent relocation to Alberta, large numbers of 

Mohawks travelled between Alberta and Akwesasne. The social 

and economic impact of these Mohawks on Akwesasne, not 

captured in these censuses, must be taken into account in 

analyzing the community. 

By the close of the nineteenth century, Mohawk employment 

in ironworking (the High steel industry) had increased 

significantly (see Hill; Freilich; Fenton, 1978). The social 
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and economic implications of this employment, captured 

indirectly, if at all, in the 1892 census, were profound. 

Employment in ironworking necessitated both those elements 

historically important to the Mohawk man, travel and danger. 

In addition, employment in ironwork produced divisions in the 

spheres of influence of men and women which were more profound 

and clearly defined than at any time since hunting and warfare 

served as the principal pursuits of Mohawk men. 

As in the hunting/warfare days, the Mohawk ironworker 

travelled great distances, returning home periodically for 

short stays before returning to his work site. In fact, the 

parallels between the earlier hunting/warfare days and the 

later ironworking days are uncanny. As with the older days, 

the return of the successful warrior (ironworker) brought him 

a measure of prestige. In addition, he often supplemented his 

family's economy upon his return. In the hunting/warfare 

days, these supplements most often took the form of game or 

trade goods; the ironworker brought home valuable cash. 

As with employment in the fur trade, occasionally 

ironworkers elected not to return, even intermittently, to 

Akwesasne. Large communities of Mohawks have been established 

in Los Angeles and, most notably, Brooklyn. The most common 

scenario, however, is characterized by the periodic return of 

these residents to Akwesasne. The economic implications of 

this employment, while considerable, pale in comparison to the 



social implications. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ENHANCING THE STATISTICAL OVERVIEW: 
THE IMPORTANCE OF GENDER-BASED ROLES AT AKWESASNE 
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Gender has played, and continues to play, a central role 

in the social lives of the Mohawks at Akwesasne. It has been 

a pivotal point, around which Mohawk men and women have 

constructed social roles and segregated spheres in which they 

have lived their lives. As a result, gender is one of the 

most important elements in any understanding of the Mohawk 

community, its meaning as a place — geographically and 

socially. Indeed, much of Mohawk life and culture cannot be 

understood without a close examination and interpretation of 

the various roles played by men and women. 

This chapter will discuss these gender roles, and their 

importance in establishing a traditional set of 

responsibilities, in order to identify those relations which 

have characterized Mohawk life. After establishing these 

roles, this chapter will bring the understanding of those 

roles to bear on an analysis of the census data presented in 

the previous chapter. In short, an understanding of Mohawk 

social roles will be utilized to help interpret the 

occupational and other statistical data presented earlier, 

with respect to the Mohawks at Akwesasne. In addition, this 

chapter will focus on those activities, geographically 

explicit, which are key to understanding the social and 

occupational life of Akwesasne. Examples include the daily 

and annual activity spheres within which Mohawk men and women 

worked and lived. 
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In addition, I will introduce information pertaining to 

a number of occupational alternatives, sometimes imprecisely 

viewable through the censuses of the nineteenth centvury, taken 

up at St. Regis. Employment as entertainers and ironworkers, 

and earlier in the fur trade of western Canada, has played an 

important role in the economic life of Akwesasne. 

Unfortunately, the 19th century censuses captured few of 

those employed in these off-reservation jobs, or the direct 

economic impact of their employment. As mentioned previously, 

many Mohawks did not want to be counted on the censuses of 

foreign nations, a sentiment that continues to be expressed at 

Akwesasne. As a result, each of the l9th century enumerations 

already discussed failed to capture segments of the Mohawk 

population, including a number of Akwesasne residents who 

worked at some distance from the reservation. 

Finally, the implications for the community of AJcwesasne 

of these fairly exclusive gender-based roles will be assessed. 

Akwesasne will be viewed through the lens of gender relations. 

The employment patterns that emerge, wherein men often worked 

off the reservation while women worked in the community, will 

be examined. The implications of the in situ economic roles 

of women in providing the community with an important sense of 

cohesiveness and stability will be discussed. The community 

of Akwesasne will be assessed in these terms, as a creation 

and re-creation of women; its success as a community and 
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nation largely dependent on the roles and responsibilities of 

women. 

HISTORIC GENDER-BASED ROLES IN MOHAWK SOCIETY 

It is important, for a variety of reasons, to assess the 

nature and importance of the roles that Mohawk men and women 

have played historically in the continual evolution of their 

culture. In addition to providing a valuable vantage point 

from which to view Mohawk culture and the community of 

Akwesasne, an examination of the historic roles played by men 

and women is important because those roles are largely still 

in place; the Mohawk have held onto traditional cultural mores 

with great tenacity. To a surprising degree, the twentieth 

century Mohawks of Akwesasne operate under the same set of 

cultural rules as did their seventeenth century forebears. 

In an evaluation of the gender-based roles played in 

historic times, it is important to give much weight to the 

social contributions of Mohawk women. Among the most obvious 

examples of their importance is the part they played in the 

establishment of the stable and long-lasting northern Mohawk 

communities, beginning with Caughnawaga, north of the St. 

Lawrence River, around 1666. 

Permanent Iroquois settlements could not have been 
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established in Canada if females had declined a 
leading role. Hunting bands such as the one Siaiths 
John led could frequent Catholic missions and use 
them as base camps, but stable towns with long-
houses and cornfields were female domains (Richter, 
p. 126). 

In effect, while the movement of large numbers of Mohawk 

families from their traditional lands in the Mohawk Valley 

north to Canada ushered in a nuiaber of important changes in 

the lives of these migrants, the basic roles and 

responsibilities played by men and women did not change 

dramatically. As women played a central role in constructing 

and maintaining communities that served as the base from which 

Mohawk life took root in historic times, they do so today. 

Mohawk women, through their responsibilities in raising 

children and providing their families with the basic foods on 

which the Mohawk diet was based, performed a consolidating 

function in the life of these communities. Writing in 1747, 

historian and politician Cadwallader Colden noted some of the 

differences in the roles of men and women in Iroquoian 

societies. 

The Women here bring forth their Children with as 
much Ease as other Animals, and without the Help of 
a Midwife, and, soon after their Delivery, retiirn 
to their usual Employment. They alone also perform 
all the Drudgery about their Houses, they plant 
their Corn, and labour it, in every Respect, till 
it is brought to the Table: They likewise cut all 
their Fire-wood, and bring it Home on their Backs, 
and in their Marches bear the Burdens. The Men 
disdain all Kind of Labour, and employ themselves 
alone in Hunting, as the only proper Business for 
Soldiers (pp. xxxii-xxxiii). 
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The divisions of labor suggested by Golden have played an 

important role in the establishment of the "domains" of the 

sexes. 

The physical separation of the spheres in which women and 

men performed their socially-mandated roles as members of 

society provided these social actors with spheres of 

influence. 

It was from the village that the Iroquois ventured 
out to fish, to hunt passenger pigeons in the 
spring and deer and other animals in the fall, to 
collect maple sap in the early spring and later 
greens, berries, and nuts of various kinds, and to 
trade and war, returning with the produce so 
obtained- Since it was the men who most often left 
on such expeditions, the village beceime more 
particularly the world of the women as well as that 
of the people generally. Further, as the women did 
all the agricultural work of planting, tending, and 
harvesting of crops, the whole clearing (village 
and fields) also was regarded as the domain of 
women. The land beyond the clearing, the forest, 
was the domain of men, the land into which they 
traveled to hunt, war, and trade and the land they 
cleared to make the fields and village (Tooker, p. 
119) . 

Mohawk men historically played important roles in defending 

their villages and acquiring game, for food and pelts. In so 

doing, they spent a majority of their time away from the com

munity. This is especially true of Colonial-era society, in 

which a top priority of Mohawk men "seems to have been a 

constant search for a household that would provide him with 

food and shelter" (Tooker, p. 121). 
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MEN'S ROLES 

In the last two centuries the roles men have played in 

Mohawk society have changed somewhat, though in general form 

there has been little appreciable change. The diminishing 

size of Mohawk territory, the establishment of a series of 

fixed reservation communities, and increased pressures on 

resources due primarily to increases in the non-Indian 

populations, led to a shift in the kinds of pursuits taken up 

by Mohawk men. Work as fur trappers in Alberta, Canada, as 

travelling entertainers (called "show people" in the 1892 

census), and in ironwork (high steel) replaced warfare and 

hunting as the principal pursuits of men. 

In many ways, the ironwork Mohawk men took up in the late 

19th century is the best example of the similarities between 

old and new "occupations." In early Mohawk history, as has 

been noted, the responsibilities of men extended into two 

principal theaters: gathering food (hunting) and warfare. In 

both cases, difficult travel for extended periods of time was 

the norm. In addition, both hunting and warfare involved 

danger. The dangerous aspect of warfare is obvious and needs 

no explanation. Though hunting might seem to be a 

particularly benign activity, the traditional methods of 

hunting, which involved traveling over uncertain terrain, 

often across hostile territories in small groups, made it 
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arduous, exciting, and sometimes dangerous. 

The employment opportunities chosen by more modern-day 

Mohawks have capitalized on this desire to incorporate those 

elements common to the older pursuits, danger and travel, into 

their lives. William Fenton, a noted anthropologist and 

Iroquois specialist, discussed one of their earlier options, 

and the benefits the Mohawks felt they derived from 

participation in it. 

They became voyageurs for the fur companies. Their 
expeditions took them in quest of furs to the 
country beyond Red River, and soon after 1798, a 
Mohawks party had skirmished with the 
B l a c k f o o t .  . . . M e a n w h i l e  o n  t h e  S t .  
Lawrence...[others] furnished raftsmen and 
lumberjacks to the timber industry (1940, p. 212). 

Just as the Mohawks at the turn of the 18th century chose 

distance and danger, the Mohawks near the turn of the next 

century did. As already mentioned, the best example of this 

was ironwork. 

Mohawks became involved in ironwork beginning in 1886, 

with the construction of the Old Dominion Bridge, which 

spanned the St. Lawrence River near the St. Regis Reservation. 

Adept at working at great heights, often without benefit of a 

safety net, Mohawk men quickly became renowned for their skill 

and daring. 

As in the case of the warriors, there was the 
chance that some of them would not return alive, 
for this was dangerous men's work. Men worked, 
played, lived, and died with men. The women tried 
(and still try) to get as much of the money the men 
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brought home as possible. They still keep up the 
home and take care of the children. In essence, 
they still ^store the grain' (Freilich, p. 477). 

Freilich went on to point out that steel work replaced being 

a warrior, and thus, a man, in Mohawk society. Working on 

steel girders at great heights, and with undeniable danger 

involved, allowed Mohawk men to earn money away from their 

community and occasionally return home as a conquering hero, 

just as his warrior ancestors did in the past. Mohawk men 

achieved prestige through feats of daring — a familiar 

cultural pattern. 

The 1892 census is the first that reflects Mohawk 

employment in ironwork. As recorded by Donaldson, forty-eight 

of 262 (or 17.5%) employed adults at St. Regis worked as 

"laborers." While a number of these must have worked on road 

maintenance, and other kinds of, crews, it is probable that a 

number of these laborers toiled as ironworkers. As more 

Mohawks became involved in high steel, the nximbers of Mohawk 

ironworkers increased dramatically as a result of the 

recruitment of kin. Skilled ironworkers taught their skills 

to relatives, who then joined the profession. Later sections 

of this chapter deal more specifically with the range of 

occupations in which Mohawk men and women worked. 
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CENSUS REFLECTIONS 

The mid-19th century censuses, by enumerating only the 

residents of Akwesasne, as well as their occupations, failed 

to record those who worked at some distance from the 

reservation. The censuses of 1845 and 1850 failed to count 

the fur traders, just alluded to, in Alberta. The census of 

1892 did not capture those ironworkers who spent most of their 

time on jobs in urban centers such as Montreal and New York 

City. As discussed elsewhere, re-creating the economic or 

social life on the St. Regis Reservation, as a whole, proves 

to be impossible when based on these censuses and the partial 

portrait provided by it. In the same way, the important 

effects of off-reservation employment, which must be 

incorporated into any analysis of the reservation, are not 

captured by the Donaldson census. 

Even those who worked close to the reservation have, in 

some cases, escaped description. A number of Mohawk men 

worked as river boat pilots on a dangerous section of the St. 

Lawrence River known as the La Chine Rapids during the early 

to middle part of the nineteenth century (Hill, p. 16). There 

is no mention of this employment, which was particularly 

lucrative for those skillful enough to ferry people across the 

river. Without recording such employment, the occupational 

statistics cannot provide meaningful data on the full range of 
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economics at Akwesasne. 

WOMEN'S ROLES 

As discussed in a previous chapter, women, through their 

roles in Mohawk society, have exerted considerable influence 

in much of Mohawk social and community-based life since at 

least the middle seventeenth century. In all probability, 

these roles, and the significance of these roles, changed very 

little since the founding of the Iroquois Confederation 

sometime between 1400 and 1600 A.D. The Confederation was 

founded, by and large, on the principles of matrilineality 

(tracing ones lineage through the female line) and 

matrilocality (living with the mother's, or mother-in-law's, 

family upon getting married). As a result, it is not hard to 

see that from earliest times Iroquois women have wielded much 

social, political, and economic power. 

Women, by virtue of their continued presence within the 

community, played a central role in the daily maintenance of 

family and community. While men provided most of the hard 

labor necessary to clear and ready fields for planting, women 

bore the brunt of the local agricultural responsibilities. In 

addition, women, both individually and in groups, as an 

extended family comprised of a large set of matrilineal 
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relations, raised their children. A glimpse into the world 

of this extended matrilineal family; its nature, demands, and 

expectations, is of value. 

In the old days the extended household, matrilocal 
among the Mohawks, gave the woman the utmost in 
security. There were no discontinuities in her 
upbringing. Desired as the one to carry on the clan 
and its prerogatives, and through her children, to 
keep up the strength of numbers of the clan, the 
girl was as fondly and permissively treated as a 
boy... Surrogate mothers were always available, and 
in the extended household there was no chance for 
isolation or neglect of the child... As she grew 
older, she would assist her mother in household 
tasks and in the care of younger siblings; work in 
the fields with the cooperative women's group; and 
learn the feminine crafts and techniques from her 
mother and maternal relatives (Randle, p. 170). 

Mohawk children have, historically, been raised within their 

matrilineally-extended families, which have proved invaluable 

in providing a stable, nurturing environment. 

The matrilineal family, then, was responsible for caring 

for, and teaching, the children. It provided an important 

measure of stability and security both to its members and the 

community at large. The young Mohawk child, in his or her 

formative years, with the help of the extended family, learned 

his or her role in Mohawk society. By performing these social 

functions, women played an enormously important part in 

maintaining a home for their communities, stable and secure. 

Finally, Mohawk women have exerted considerable political 

power. Politically, Mohawk women have played a central role 

in selecting those individuals who represented their tribes in 
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Iroquois Confederation meetings. 

When such a chief (variously called in English, 
League, federal, or sachem chief) died, the senior 
woman of the clan (termed in English, the clan 
mother) to which he belonged, in consultation with 
the other women of the clan, selected the man from 
her clan who was to be given the name of the 
deceased chief and so his position (looker, p. 
112) . 

In addition to selecting the traditional chiefs, it is 

important to note that the clan mothers also reserved the 

right to remove these individuals from power should they prove 

ineffective or in some way derelict in their duties as 

representatives of the tribe. 

The traditional societal obligations carried out by women 

in early Mohawk history, including taking part in the 

selection of political leaders, has continued to be a central 

feature of their lives. The influence wielded by the Mohawk 

women who founded Akwesasne approximates the influence of 

their modern day counterparts. 

Women's influence among the Iroquoian peoples was 
manifested through their roles in both private and 
public domains. In the economy, they controlled the 
private and public (i.e., household and ceremonial) 
production and distribution of food. Their social 
role as child-bearers was expressed in the private 
context of the family and in public ceremonials. 
And finally, women's political influence was 
exerted in their roles as vocal members of the 
community and as direct participants in the 
decision-making process (Bonvillain, 1980, p. 57). 

The foregoing description, of the extent to which seventeenth 

and eighteenth century Mohawk women exerted their influence. 
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could as easily be used to describe the general outlines of 

twentieth century Mohawk social dynamics. Women continue to 

select traditional chiefs, raise children, and live on the 

reservation. As a result, though the degree of power has 

diminished over time, women continue to play an important role 

in Mohawk society. 

RECIPROCITY IN MOHAWK CXJLTURE 

In the case of Mohawk society, while the areas over which 

men and women exerted social influence were generally con

sidered exclusive domains, competition and/or power struggles 

did not stem from these segregated roles. Rather, a series of 

relationships existed, based on a system of reciprocal 

obligations between the sexes. 

Social relationships, then, between various classes 
of people in Iroquois society, including men and 
women, were not grounded in control of political 
power or economic resources. Rather, the 
contingencies of life as the Iroquois had to live 
it led to dependence on other kinds of relation
ships, most notably, on reciprocal obligations, for 
the Iroquois perforce did not rely on ownership of 
property but on other individuals. There were 
reciprocal obligations between the old and the 
young, including those between older and younger 
generations and between older and younger siblings 
(Tooker, pp. 118-19). 

As a result, measuring the social importance of any particular 

age or gender cohort based on Western conceptions of power as 
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a derivative of economic or political control or prestige 

would be improper and ill-conceived. 

In order to understand the reasons underlying the 

continued existence, despite the plethora of political and 

economic threats to its survival, of Akwesasne it is important 

to try to understand Mohawk culture on its own terms. Indeed, 

it would be impossible to interpret the successes of Akwesasne 

without understanding these social roles, the way these roles 

have been seamlessly incorporated into Mohawk life, and the 

manner in which the community reflects the social reality that 

is a product of those relations. 

The "reciprocal obligations" discussed above by Tooker 

are referred to as "balance" by Audrey Shenandoah, a clan 

mother of the Onondaga Nation and Recording Secretary of the 

Haudenosaunee (Iroguois) Council of Chiefs. 

Within our society we maintain a balance between 
the responsibilities of the women, the respon
sibilities of the men, of the chiefs, of the faith 
keepers. All the people in between have a special 
job to do to help to keep this balance so that at 
no time do we come to a place within our society 
where anyone has more power than any of the rest, 
for our leadership all have egual power. They must 
be able to listen to one another (Shenandoah, 1987, 
pp. 6-7). 

Thus, while it is important to examine the individual gender-

based roles played by men and women, it is of great importance 

to recognize the critical role reciprocal obligations played 

in society. 
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In addition to raising children, women performed a 

variety of economic functions important to family and 

community survival. The production of those crops which 

served as staples (primarily corn, beans and squash), upon 

which the family diet was built (the game brought in by men 

serving as an occasional supplement), served as one of the 

most important aspects of daily survival. 

The importance of these economic functions cannot be 

overstated. The 1892 census clearly illustrates the 

importance of women in maintaining their community. As 

previously noted, a large number of women were engaged in 

farming (Tooker, p. 119). Additionally, many women worked as 

basketmakers, a lucrative venture. Indeed, the money earned 

from basketmaking yearly ($55,000) outpaced that of its 

nearest competitor, "horticulture" (livestock-raising), by 

nearly $20,000 (or 60%) (see Donaldson, 1892). 

In addition, it should be noted that a number of women 

worked as "show people," though generally in families. As 

indicated above, a number of Indian entertainers worked in 

traveling troupes through the last part of the nineteenth and 

the first part of the twentieth centuries as part of a series 

of popular "Wild West" shows. 
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COMMUNITY ESTABLISHMENT 

Women also played a critical role in the establishment, 

and subsequent re-establishments, of Mohawk commvinities 

through time. The geographical and social character of the 

Mohawk nation changed, beginning in the middle seventeenth 

century, from that of a unified people living within a common 

and contiguous area (the Mohawk Valley) to a series of 

geographically and socially isolated villages sharing a sense 

of nationality with their often distant neighbors. While 

commonalities existed among these widely dispersed 

settlements, a new sense of nationality emerged that 

emphasized, to some degree, the differences that existed as a 

result of the political and geographical divisions among the 

various member communities under the umbrella of the wider 

Mohawk Nation. 

As various Mohawk communities began the long series of 

exoduses, some forced and some voluntary, from their Mohawk 

Valley villages around 1666, women emerged as a particularly 

strong and unifying force in the successful establishment of 

the northern outlier communities. In addition to playing an 

integral part in the early development of these communities, 

women, as a result of their in situ social roles, provided the 

glue that has held together these communities through time and 

provided a geographically explicit location for the community. 
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The women of Akwesasne fulfilled -these roles as hor-ticul-

turists, raising corn, beans, and squash, and parents, raising 

children, in a local setting. The men of Akwesasne worked, 

often at some distance from the community, within the socially 

constructed fraimework of the Mohawk male world. While the men 

worked away from the community, returning periodically to 

visit family and subsidize their family's income in some way, 

the women worked in the community and, through their presence, 

provided a geographically explicit place to which al. members 

of the Akwesasne Mohawk Nation could refer as home. 
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CHAPTER 6 

PERSEVERANCE AND SOVEREIGNTY IN TWENTIETH CENTURY AKWESASNE 
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The community of Akwesasne, established over two hundred 

and twenty five years ago, has displayed marked perseverance 

over the course of its existence, often in the face of very 

difficult economic and political pressures. This chapter will 

examine a number of twentieth-century difficulties with which 

the Mohawks have been faced and speculate on che underlying 

reasons for the success of the Mohawks in overcoming those 

problems. 

As has been discussed in previous chapters, the Mohawk of 

Akwesasne have long considered themselves a sovereign nation. 

Mohawk conceptions of sovereignty and racial/cultural 

distinctness have been suggested by a number of historical and 

socio-cultural events and/or exchanges between the Mohawk and 

their neighbors. In many instances, frictions have arisen as 

a result of competing intra-national interpretations of the 

extent and nature of Mohawk sovereignty. The federal 

governments of both Canada and the United States have 

occasionally expended large amounts of effort in attempting to 

curtail or, in some cases, eradicate the rights of self-

determination that flow from the sovereign status of the 

Mohawk Nation. 

While the Mohawk have enjoyed a long tradition of 

sovereignty in their international dealings, Mohawk 

conceptions relating to the meaning of that sovereignty have 

not always been accepted by either of the neighboring federal 
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governments or, for that matter. New York State. The Indians 

of the United States have historically been (and are 

currently) considered "quasi-independent sovereign nations" by 

the federal government, a conception that essentially equates 

the Mohawks as nothing more than colonial wards of the state. 

The situation in Canada is worse (from the Mohawk 

perspective). While early British and American governments 

recognized the Iroquois as a powerful and separate government, 

Canada — upon becoming a dominion in 1867 — failed to 

recognize any native peoples living within its borders as 

sovereign nations, calling them instead "bands," which 

presiamably possess less autonomy and power. 

As noted above, many attempts have been launched by both 

Canada and the United States to effectively classify the 

Mohawks of Akwesasne as an ethnic minority, rather than as a 

sovereign nation. It should be noted that, while there have 

been a series of such attempts on Mohawk sovereignty over the 

years, all Indian groups in the United States have faced 

similar problems. These periodic attempts on Indian 

sovereignty have occurred as a result of various federal 

policy goals. Earnest Benedict, a Mohawk, noted in 1948 that 

a contemporary anti-sovereignty congressional movement was 

primarily motivated by an earnest desire to "free" Indians 

from government supervision. 

I am inclined to accept the statement made by one 
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Of the Senators (Arthur Watkins) that they 
themselves did not think of these bills [which 
would transfer federal jurisdiction in certain 
Indian matters to states] as a way of placing the 
Iroquois at the mercy of New York State, but merely 
as part of a nation-wide drive to place Indians 
more nearly in the status of the rest of the 
people, and thus eliminate the need for the Indian 
Office (Hauptman, 1986, pp. 48-9). 

Among the more serious of these "anti-sovereignty" actions 

with respect to the Mohawks, were the attempts of both federal 

governments to make the Mohawks into American and Canadian 

citizens-

In 1924 the United States passed the Indian Citizenship 

Act, which, for the first time in United States history, 

extended citizenship and all its attendant benefits to 

Indians. While the reaction of Native American groups across 

the United States varied considerably, the Mohawk (in concert 

with the other Iroquois nations) overwhelmingly rejected the 

offer. As Tuscarora chief Clinton Rickard explained, "We were 

not United States citizens, no matter what the government 

said. We were Six Nations citizens" (Hauptman, 1986, p.5). 

A niimber of difficulties arose from the Iroquois 

insistence of their status as a sovereign nation. The most 

serious of these mid-century difficulties centered on the 

refusal of Iroquois men to be conscripted into the armed 

services of the United States in compliance with the 1940 

Selective Service Act (SSA). The Iroquois felt strongly, 

despite their willingness to fight in World War II, that the 
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SSA did not apply to them, as they had soundly rejected the 

1924 Indian Citizenship Act. By rejecting this Act, the 

Mohawks rejected American citizenship; in so doing, the 

Iroquois maintained their sovereignty as a foreign nation. 

rather than as an American ethnic minority. 

In order to avoid costly and difficult legal proceedings, 

as well as considerable bad publicity in time of war, several 

members of the Iroquois Confederation declared war on the Axis 

powers. In fact, many Iroquois men made important 

contributions to the war effort. As with Navajo, the Seneca 

language was used as code in Allied forces radio 

transmissions. It should be noted that, had the second World 

War been widely regarded by the Iroquois as morally wrong, the 

Confederation would not have participated. 

There is evidence that supports the validity of this 

assertion. That faction of Iroquois society that is primarily 

responsible for making decision regarding the waging of war, 

the clanmothers, felt that both World War I and World War II 

were just. While the assessment of the clanmothers led, 

eventually, to declarations of war in the case of both World 

Wars, a different pattern emerged as Indian participation in 

the Korean and Vietnam Wars was urged later. As Peter 

Matthiessen noted, with respect to Mohawk sovereignty. 

They [Mohawks] refused the American citizenship 
offered to Indians by the Citizenship Act of 1924, 
and fought successfully against the induction of 
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young Indians in the armed forces dxiring World War 
I and II (many more volunteered than would have 
been inducted; but in the Korean and Vietnamese 
wars, which the clan mothers decided were not just, 
such volunteering was forbidden)" (1982, p. 136). 

In refusing to accord "just" status to either of these later 

wars, the clan mothers made an important community-wide 

decision to not become engaged in war. 

Both the United States (in the early 19th century) and 

Canada (upon becoming a dominion in the middle of the 19th 

century) refused to deal with the traditional chiefs of the 

Akwesasne Mohawk Nation- As described in an earlier chapter, 

the major responsibility in the selection of the life-long 

chiefs fell (and continues to fall) squarely on the shoulders 

of the elder Mohawk women, the clanmothers. In performing 

this, one of their most important responsibilities, Mohawk 

women have provided Mohawk culture with one of its most 

important "balances." The selection of these traditional 

chiefs stands as one of the most important of the reciprocal 

obligations between men and women, wherein representatives of 

both sexes have worked together in order to ensure the 

continued success of Mohawk culture. 

Both Canada and the U.S. have insisted on dealing with 

councils comprised of democratically-elected chiefs. This 

process started with the lawmakers in New York State in 1802, 

when it appointed three Mohawk "head men" who possessed the 

power to sell Mohawk Nation lands. In addition to the outrage 
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Mohawks have felt with respect to the interference by New York 

State into Mohawk affairs, the imposition of these foreign 

ideas (and socio-political selection processes) have been 

widely viewed as unjust and intrusive by the Mohawks. 

Although the authority of the head men has never 
been recognized by the Longhouse Council, nor 
approved by the Mohawk people, the system was 
codified by New York State law in 1892 and persists 
today (Matthiessen, p. 135). 

Despite many Mohawk objections, the United States has insisted 

on dealing only with the elected chiefs, not the traditional 

chiefs selected by the clanmothers (see also Wilson, p. 92; 

Hauptman, 1986, p. 39; Frisch, p. 77). 

Despite the fact that the "chiefs" brought to power 

through this U.S. mandated elective process have been largely 

ignored since the 19th century, considerable political strife 

has sometimes ensued. In some instances, the corrupting force 

of power has combined with the large sums of money controlled 

by the elected chiefs to bring about struggles among factions 

at Akwesasne for control. 

Bitter political struggles, especially at the Saint 
Regis (Akwesasne) Mohawk and Tonawanda 
Reservations, between elected and life chiefs 
frequently erupted into personal vendettas, threats 
of violence, and frequent appeals to Washington and 
Albany, officials to intercede. At Saint Regis 
(Akwesasne), the officially recognized Mohawk 
government was a council of three tribal members 
incorporated in the nineteenth century under New 
York State law. A rival body, supported by Stillman 
[a non-Indian legal advisor to traditionalists at 
St. Regis], functioned as a traditionalist 
alternative claiming that the Mohawks were a 
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sovereign foreign nation, not subject to any 
federal or state laws and only responsible to 
themselves. In part because of these assertions of 
Iroquois independence from Washington and Albany, 
the Department of the Interior and the joint 
legislative committee recognized only the three-
chiefs system and frequently alluded to the life 
chiefs as a ^riimp organization' (Hauptman, 1986, p. 
39) . 

By forcing the Mohawk to elect these chiefs, the United States 

and Canada, by mid-century, were attempting to undermine 

traditional Mohawk methods of decision making and, indeed, 

mounting a full assault on Mohawk society. 

The imposition of a democratic-style, patriarchal 

government at Akwesasne has been, from the perspective of 

those who tried to impose it, largely a failure. Forcing the 

Mohawk of Akwesasne to elect a trio of chiefs has, by and 

large, failed to achieve the kind of societal change that 

those foreign powers sought. Implemented largely in the hope 

that, through these measures, the Mohawks would become quickly 

acculturated into American social life, these measures instead 

reinforced Mohawk sovereignty. For, while power struggles 

have periodically arisen at Akwesasne, Mohawk conceptions of 

sovereignty have continued to be at the core of Mohawk social 

and community identity. As a result, the elected chiefs have 

failed to bring Mohawk society to more closely resemble 

American society, though dissension has arisen periodically at 

Akwesasne with respect to the degree to which adoption of 

American style economic systems has been desirable. 
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The Mohawks, who have never really structured their 

public lives around the concepts of either democracy or 

representative government, have instead enjoyed and valued 

considerable individual autonomy and the decision-mciking that 

has flowed from that autonomy. As a result, the Mohawks have 

by and large rejected elections as a way of choosing their 

leadership; voter turnout has been, from the viewpoint of 

those trying to bring the democratic process to Akwesasne, 

ridiculously low (see Wilson, p. 92). 

Mohawk leaders (either traditional or elected) have never 

possessed any unilateral decision-making capabilities. 

Rather, these chiefs make suggestions, many of which are 

ignored by members of the community. The role of these 

chiefs has been to offer problem solutions that are in the 

best interests of the community and, on those occasions when 

those suggestions have failed to meet with success, to act as 

the catalyst for society-healing discussion. The word "chief" 

is a misnomer in the Mohawk world, wherein those holding that 

title possess no direct power over anyone. The Mohawk word 

for "chief" roughly translates to "one who brings people 

together." 

As a result of these basic philosophical approaches to 

leadership, it is easy to see how at-odds these "elected 

chiefs" — and the unilateral economic power they suddenly 

wielded — were with traditional Mohawk ways of life. This 
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funcJainental philosophical difference effectively drove a wedge 

between those elected under the new system and those selected 

in the traditional Mohawk way, by the clanmothers. As 

described earlier, the power wielded by the elected chiefs 

sometimes led to violent confrontations at AJcwesasne. The 

elected chiefs, who control the majority of money that flows 

from the federal and state governments onto the reservation, 

have sometimes abused their political power in order to 

enhance their personal economic power (Matthiessen, p. 135) . 

A number of the twentieth century problems that have 

arisen at Akwesasne have resulted from the tension that has 

existed between these two groups, each of which carries a 

significant portion of the resident population of Akwesasne 

with them. As the twentieth century has unfolded, the 

divisions between these camps has intensified. Occasionally, 

events have emerged that have pitted these groups against one 

another and have, eventually, led to a dialogue that has 

played an important role in the healing of the community. 

Examples include the recent gaming issue and the community 

threatening incidents of 1979-81, described below. 

On more than one occasion, the federal governments of 

Canada and the United States have played an active role in 

attempting to undermine Mohawk sovereignty. The process of 

undermining Mohawk sovereignty really started hundreds of 

years ago, as the United States made steady in-roads in 
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reducing the area which had, since time immemorial, been 

Mohawk territory. The U.S. mandated switch from the 

traditional Mohawk selection of chiefs to the elective process 

early in the nineteenth century, which failed in many of its 

goals, was, nonetheless, intended to undermine Mohawk cultural 

values by bringing the Mohawk closer to the American 

democratic process. By replacing traditional methods of 

selecting chiefs with the elective process and dividing 

tribally owned lands in severalty, the federal government 

hoped to move the Mohawks closer to a "civilized" state (see 

Wilson, pp. 106-7; Morgan, pp. 444-61). The latter of these 

goals, the dividing of lands in severalty, more greatly 

affected the other Iroquois reservation lands, as the Mohawks 

of Akwesasne "only held the right of occupancy to their lands; 

the title rested in the state" (Upton, p. 67; for more on the 

General Allotment Act [1887] and the Whipple Commission 

[1888], see Upton, pp. 53-76). Through this process, the 

federal government hoped to force the Mohawks to break with 

traditional values and ways of operating in favor of the more 

"advanced" ideas embodied in contemporary American society. 

Federal authorities on both sides of the "border" have 

insisted, on occasion, on treating the residents of Akwesasne 

as citizens of their respective countries, depending on which 

side of the "border" they inhabited. 

As late as 1941, the Iroquois, especially the St. 
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Regis Mohawks whose reservation straddles the 
United States-Canada border, continued to complain 
about seizures of their property as contraband, 
indiscriminate arrests and flagrant disregard of 
rules by customs and immigration officials. One 
Mohawk described the situation: ^In late years 
there have been cases too numerous to mention 
wherein the Indians have had to pay either a 
prohibitive duty on baskets of their own 
manufacture, or had property taken away from them 
because they attempted to cross the border within 
the reservation without reporting to the customs 
office' (Hauptman, 1981, p. 17). 

Border disputes have occasionally led to Mohawk protests, as 

in 1968, when several hundred Mohawks refused to let non-

Indians cross the international bridge, an important 

thoroughfare running through the reservation (Hauptman, 1986, 

pp. 148-50). 

The Mohawks of Akwesasne have long considered the border 

a fiction in their lives. While the border has necessitated 

the establishment of tribal councils for each side of the 

reservation, Akwesasne residents have, for all practical 

purposes, considered the border as nothing more than a white 

construct designed to weaken their unity. As such, there is a 

fundamental conceptual difference between the Mohawks and 

their neighbors with respect to the meaning of the border. 

Furthermore, the position of Akwesasne has occasionally 

resulted in a significant degree of friction, as these 

contrasting ideas have clashed. 

Five major jurisdictions impinge on Mohawk life — 
the United States, Canada, New York State, Ontario, 
and Quebec. There are separate tribal governments 
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at Hogansburg and on Cornwall Island, the former 
one to deal with Indian affairs in the United 
States and the latter with those in Canada. Yet, as 
Chief Lawrence Pyke has recently observed, *It 
doesn't matter which side of the border anyone 
lives on. You can live over there and be with 
them.' According to one Mohawk attorney: ^That 
border was made by white people. It has nothing to 
do with us' (Hauptman, 1986, pp. 146-47). 

The sentiments expressed in the above quote resonate strongly 

among the Mohawks at Akwesasne. Pat Thomas, the director of 

economic development (who works with Akwesasne Tribal Coxincil 

on the United States side of the "border"), related an 

interesting anecdote with respect to the Mohawk reaction to 

the imposition of a border through their lands. Thomas, who 

has lived for extensive periods of time on both sides of the 

border, told me of the Mohawk reaction to a sign, periodically 

erected by the Canadian government, that has indicated the 

border between Canada and the United States. Each time the 

sign has been erected a group of Mohawk boys and girls has 

torn it down until, eventually, the Canadian government gave 

up the notion of trying to keep the sign in place. 

This anecdote stands as the best summation of Mohawk 

feelings with respect to the border and the manner in which 

that border has impinged on Mohawk life. While the Mohawks at 

Akwesasne have largely ignored the border — moving freely 

back and forth across it in daily life — the struggles 

between the Mohawks and their neighbors over the implications 

of those borders, and the manner in which those implications 
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reflect differing conceptions of Mohawk sovereignty, have 

played an important symbolic role in the life of Akwesasne. 

Time and time again, the basic unifying belief that has 

emerged among the Mohawks of Akwesasne, regardless of the 

differences and difficulties with any given situation, has 

been that the Mohawks of Akwesasne are a sovereign nation and 

their community is sovereign territory. While the meaning of 

that sovereignty has been, at times, considerably debated at 

Akwesasne, sovereignty has been the critical factor in the 

preservation and success of the community. 

THE SAINT LAWRENCE SEAWAY 

Both issues, Mohawk sovereignty and the implications of 

that sovereignty in decision-making with respect to Akwesasne, 

came to the fore as New York State moved to condemn tracts of 

land at Akwesasne and Caughnawaga in the 1950s. Condemnation, 

and the relocation of several families, was necessary in order 

to facilitate the rechanelling of the St. Lawrence River in 

preparation for the construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway. 

The seaway was the last in a series of fundamental 
economic changes affecting two Mohawk communities 
since the colonial period. A highly adaptable and 
mobile people, the Mohawks have adjusted to rapid 
economic change for four centuries... Despite the 
fact that World War II had shifted both 
communities' [Akwesasne and Caughnawaga] attention 
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in an outward direction, had ended the vestiges of 
the remaining barter economy, and had begun to 
undermine community cohesiveness through 
accelerated out-migration, the Mohawks of Saint 
Regis (Akwesasne) and Caughnawaga faced their first 
major modern-day crisis to their homeland with the 
coming of the Saint Lawrence Seaway (Hauptman, 
1986, p. 135). 

The changes brought to the reservation through the 

construction and establishment of the Seaway have been eimong 

the most profound introduced. Figure 5 shows the route of the 

Seaway. 

Among the many changes brought to Akwesasne by the 

Seaway, two stand out as preeminent: the loss of lands (and 

the concomitant claims to those lands) and the deterioration 

of the physical environment, Akwesasne lost 130 acres of land 

to rechanelling. While this pales in comparison with the 

1,300 acres lost at Caughnawaga, the Mohawk community to the 

north, the implications of the loss of those tribal lands were 

far reaching. 

More important to the Mohawks was the total 
disregard of their land claims. As early as 
February 1946, the FPC [the Federal Power 
Commission] had commissioned a study of Saint 
Lawrence River power potential- The report, which 
never mentioned the Indian claims to the island, 
stated that ^Barnhart Island Powerhouse will be the 
largest single feature of the planned hydroelectric 
project,.To the over 10,000 members of the 
Akwesasne community that straddles a six-mile 
square area along the Saint Lawrence River in 
Ontario, Quebec, and New York State, with all the 
attending problems of overlapping jurisdiction, 
Barnhart Island is Mohawk territory. Yet today, two 
major power houses, high voltage power lines, two 
ship locks, and a major beach-camp recreation area 
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occupy the island (Hauptman, 1986, p. 145). 

While land loss and the relocations of several Mohawk families 

had a direct negative impact on Akwesasne, the implications of 

that loss with respect to Mohawk sovereignty and land-claims 

were particularly acute. 

Also of critical importance, with respect to post-Seaway 

Mohawk life in Akwesasne, was the establishment of a number of 

foundries and industrial plants outside Massena (see Figure 

5) . Ostensibly established to serve the energy needs of the 

communities located in the St. Lawrence River Valley, the 

Seaway project instead attracted energy-intensive industries. 

For years, the St. Lawrence River has been used as 
a toxic dumping ground by factories along its 
banks. With the development of the St. Lawrence 
Seaway project from 1954 to 1959 came an added push 
for industrialization in the Massena area and the 
establishment of the General Motors Foundry and the 
Reynolds Aluminum plant at the Rooseveltown 
peninsula adjacent to the St. Regis (Akwesasne) 
reservation. Over the past thirty years, the Mohawk 
dairy cattle and fishing industries have been 
virtually eliminated as a result of air and water 
pollution. The decline of the fishing industry, 
which had been a part of the traditional economy of 
the community since the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, has reduced tribal efforts at economic 
self-sufficiency. ...The environmental problem 
still continues and affects the physical and 
psychological well-being of the Mohawk people who 
fear for the future of themselves, their children, 
and their way of life (Hauptman, 1988, pp. 62-63). 

Thus, the Seaway ushered in a series of profound changes, many 

of which have yet to be addressed. 

The steady increase in toxicity of the St. Lawrence River 
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played a key role in the economic life of the community, as 

just alluded to with respect to the fishing industry, and 

posed a new set of disadvantages for the residents of 

Akwesasne. As traditional chief Tom Porter noted. 

This is a highly polluted area, and we have many 
children, so our main concern must be their safety 
and health. Our attachment to this place where our 
great-great-grandfathers lie buried is very strong, 
but our children's future and well-being is at 
stake. Even though it is poisoned, it is difficult 
for us to exchange this land for somewhere else. 
We're not permitted by our beliefs to deal with the 
earth as a material thing, because the earth is our 
mother (Matthiessen, p. 161) . 

The St. Lawrence Seaway profoundly changed the physical 

environment at Akwesasne and, in so doing, changed the lives 

of its residents. 

ATTEMPTS ON M0HA7IK SOVEREIGNTY 

Of the many changes brought to Akwesasne by the St. 

Lawrence Seaway, one of the most far-reaching, in its 

implications for Mohawk life, was the intrusion of the 

economic and social life of the greater world into the 

formerly isolated community of Akwesasne. Whereas, in the 

past, the Mohawks had made occasional forays into the white 

economic and social worlds, the introduction of that non-

Mohawk world, with the construction and establishment of the 
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Seaway, strengthened those international economic ties. The 

materialism that, for some Mohawks, accompanied the 

introduction of this foreign economic system combined with the 

political power of the elected chiefs to produce a faction at 

Akwesasne interested in the continued accumulation of wealth. 

Philosophically at odds with those interested in maintaining 

traditional Mohawk culture and social mores, this faction 

represented a break with the traditional Mohawk way of life. 

The development of factionalism at Akwesasne has played 

an important role in the recent reshaping of Mohawk society, 

a process that is currently far from any community-wide 

resolution. Very little common ground exists between these 

two major factions. Despite a common acceptance of Mohawk 

sovereignty, these groups disagree on the nature and extent of 

that sovereignty. Much disagreement arises over the 

desirability and appropriateness of the extension of non-

Mohawk social mores onto the reservation at Akwesasne. An 

uneasy truce, occasionally shattered as the competing desires 

of the groups have come irrevocably into conflict, has existed 

between these groups over the course of the last three decades 

or so. 

Several important incidents have marred this uneasy peace 

at Akwesasne in the last fifteen years. In so doing, these 

incidents have underscored the competing conceptions of 

sovereignty held by these factions. As with the simultaneously 
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divisive and consolidating effects of the forced introduction 

of the elective process in the selection of Mohawk leaders, a 

series of recent events have reinforced Mohawk conceptions of 

sovereignty (which acts as a bond), while opening internal 

divisions within Akwesasne. The first of these events 

occurred in 1979 and played an important role in reshaping the 

debate among the Mohawks of Akwesasne over the nature of 

Mohawk sovereignty and the desirability and appropriateness of 

strengthening economic ties with the white world. A fairly 

insignificant incident at the outset, it quickly took on 

symbolic significance among the various Mohawk factions at 

Akwesasne. Matthiessen described the May 22, 1979, incident 

as follows: 

Loran Thompson and his friend Joe Swamp found a 
work gang cutting down trees on family property; 
the woodcutters v;ere members of the federally 
funded Young Adult Conservation Corps (YACC) 
engaged in a ^boundary-delineation project' for a 
proposed fence around the reservation, and they had 
already cut a swath eighty feet long and two 
hundred feet wide by the time he arrived. Since any 
fence delimiting the reservation symbolically 
weakened Mohawk claims to their ancient 
territories, the traditionals were very much 
against it (1984, pp. 138-39). 

As a result, Thompson, who believed Mohawk sovereignty was 

being compromised by the "boundary-delineation project," 

confiscated the chainsaws from the work crew. The 

confiscation resulted in a series of legal battles between New 

York State and the Mohawk Nation with respect to the legality 
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of extending federal and state law onto Mohawk lands. 

A struggle developed at Akwesasne between the 
% 

"traditionalists," who felt that Mohawk problems could only be 

solved by Mohawks — and thus resented the intmsion of New 

York State and federal authorities into the situation — and 

those who felt that Mohawk sovereignty was not compromised by 

an extension of New York State jurisdiction onto Mohawk land. 

As tensions rose, the "traditionalists," who felt threatened 

by the other Mohawk faction, comprised of, among others, 

members of the Mohawk police force (closely tied to the 

elected chiefs) , established an armed camp. State authorities 

responded by closing the roads to Akwesasne and maintaining an 

armed presence on the reservation (Matthiessen, pp. 129-63). 

A successful mediative agreement worked out between the 

Mohawk "traditionalists" and the Department of the Interior 

was rejected by New York State, and a standoff ensued. It was 

only after the state had expended over one million dollars in 

maintaining their police presence that state troopers were 

removed from Akwesasne and the reservation roads reopened. 

In the winter of 1981, after months of wrangling 
between the factions. Judge Plumadore finally 
dismissed the controversial indictments against the 
traditional chiefs that had done so much to 
perpetuate the tension. The tribal police have been 
disbanded, and the attention of both sides has 
turned to the threat of chemical contamination of 
their land and life. The federal government and New 
York State are still involved in negotiations with 
their own creation, the St. Regis Mohawk Tribal 
Council, to extinguish land rights of the 
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Hodenausaunee, but for the first time in many 
years, a certain has evolved among all 
factions of the Mohawlc^ people (Matthiessen, p. 
163). ^ 

Although in many ways deeply divisive and difficult, the 1979 

incident offered evidence to suggest that, as in the past, 

Akwesasne has survived as a community despite strenuous 

external pressures. Among the many factors critical to 

Akwesasne's success, the community-wide commitment to notions 

of sovereignty and the wide-spread attachment to Akwesasne as 

a place have played central roles in that success. 

THE GAMING ISSUE 

The events of 1979-81 opened divisions within the 

community that, according to Ron LaFrance, a traditional 

leader with whom I spoke, have not yet healed. For, despite 

the unity brought about by the eventual removal of state and 

federal police authorities from Akwesasne and the heightened 

attention paid by all factions to the common threat of 

chemical degradation on the reservation, those fundamental 

philosophical differences that led to the events of 1979-81 

have yet to be resolved. 

The truth of LaFrance's assertions with respect to the 

lingering effects of the early incident has been revealed in 
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a series of recent incidents, sometimes violent, which have 

occurred at AJcwesasne within the last five years or so, as 

members of the various factions have clashed over the gambling 

issue. While there has been much disagreement related to the 

desirability of locating gambling casinos at Akwesasne and the 

amounts and kinds of employment such facilities would 

generate, the crux of the issue has little to do with the 

gambling industry per se. Rather, at the heart of the 

disagreements is to what extent the nation should participate 

in an economic alternative that is part of the capitalistic, 

white economic system of its neighbors. 

Many of the issues that are at the heart of the 

disagreements among the various factions have remained largely 

static, though many of the specific concerns of those factions 

have changed. Both the 1979 incident and the modern problems 

with respect to gambling revolve around the same issue: the 

presence of non-Indians, and non-Indian ways, at Akwesasne. 

The 1979 incident centered largely on the extension of non-

Indian legal jurisdictions into Akwesasne. The recent gaming 

issues largely revolve around the extension of non-Indian 

social and economic systems onto the reservation. In some 

cases, those people who sided against the "traditionalists" 

(and could be labelled loosely as "progressives") in the 1979 

incident have changed their allegiances as the issues have 

changed. 
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Many of the people who came to be called "anti-gamblers," 

or simply "antis," were the older people of Akwesasne: those 

most likely to be in favor of strictly adhering to traditional 

Mohawk cultural values. They had no quarrel with the morality 

of gambling, but resented the intrusion into the life of 

Akwesasne of what the gambling industry represented. The 

casinos would draw large numbers of foreigners from Montreal 

and Syracuse, as well as a number of other nearby cities, to 

Akwesasne. While it is easy to see how these large groups of 

foreigners could be viewed as a nuisance and threat to the 

small-town tranquility of Akwesasne, the more important, and 

less obvious, threat posed by the introduction of non-Mohawk 

economic life on the reservation to Mohawk culture was much 

more profound (see Wright, pp. 330-331; Hornung; little has 

been written that explores these issues deeply, though 

selected works, notably Hornung's, provide adequate coverage 

of the militant, or "progressive" perspective). 

In addition to the unwelcome influx of thousands of 

people onto the reservation, the casinos would invite 

additional state and federal supervision and scrutiny of 

Mohawk territory and could, perhaps, open the road for a 

corporate invasion of the territory by the United States. As 

with the incidents surrounding the construction and 

establishment of the Seaway in the 1950s, and the 1979 

incident, the Mohawks of Akwesasne saw that their claims to 
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sovereignty were weakened as ties to the federal government of 

Canada and the United States grew stronger. Indeed, the 

Mohawks of Akwesasne suffered additional assaults on their 

tribal traditions and life with each successful foray by the 

state or federal governments onto Mohawk soil. 

As with the incident of 1979, the gaining issue has raised 

a number of difficult and divisive issues at Akwesasne. In 

fact, though the majority of issues that arose in the recent 

gaming disputes have been resolved at some level, most notably 

legally, the tensions that have resulted from those 

disagreements have become a palpable feature of life at 

Akwesasne. I was advised, when visiting Akwesasne for 

research purposes, to not ask too many questions about the 

gaming disputes, as people continued to be very sensitive on 

the subject. 

Broadly defined, the fight over gambling at Akwesasne 

revolved around the desirability of bringing casinos onto the 

reservation. Again, as with past incidents, the issues that 

have arisen with respect to the casinos have clouded the 

central philosophical disagreement among the various factions. 

While the introduction of casinos on the depressed reservation 

would have a positive effect on employment, the fight over 

gaming resides largely in a symbolic sphere wherein the 

protagonists of each faction have argued over the meaning of 

progress at Akwesasne. That faction that could be labelled 
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"progressive" (for lack of a better term) has strongly felt 

that the casinos offer incredible employment opportunities for 

a reservation community that, according to their estimates, 

suffers from around sixty-seven percent iinemployment. 

Probably not coincidentally, those who favor opening the 

reservation to casinos also stand to benefit the most from 

their presence. 

On the other hand, the "progressives" are opposed by a 

group of "traditionalists" who feel that by bringing casinos 

onto the reservation, the Mohawks are inviting and promoting 

closer ties with state and federal authorities- In so doing, 

the traditionalists feel that their own cultural values are in 

danger of being subverted by exposure to the larger economic 

world. At the core of this debate is a fundamental 

disagreement over the nature of Mohawk sovereignty, what it 

means and how to maintain the traditions that mark the Mohawks 

as a sovereign people. 

As with the incident of 1979-80, the gaming dispute has 

opened deep divisions within Mohawk society and has led to a 

marked increase in violence on the reservation. As the 

violence escalated, beatings and murders occurred with greater 

frequency, leading to the establishment of armed camps and a 

heightened state and federal police presence at Akwesasne. 

Eventually, both the police presence and the armed camps were 

disbanded, though not before a number of unfortunate deaths 
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occurred in one of the bloodiest chapters in Mohawk history. 

Despite the struggle, the conmunity at Akwesasne has 

survived, though, according to Salli Benedict, one Mohawk with 

whom the author spoke, the disputes over gaining represented 

the most powerful threat to the conmunity in recent history. 

The disputes divided the people of Akwesasne and, in more than 

a few occasions, divided families of Mohawks as different 

factions competed for the residents' allegiance. A nvimber of 

families moved away from Akwesasne as the violence reached its 

zenith, to return later, unsure of the state of the community. 

Through it all, the community survived, though greatly 

changed. More than ever, the meaning of Mohawk sovereignty 

was debatable. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The sense of nation that has infused the Mohawks of 

Akwesasne over the past two hundred years has been at the core 

of the strength of the nation as it has faced a number of 

serious economic and political threats on its sovereignty. 

Many of the more serious threats to Akwesasne have been 

economic in character. The construction of the St. Lawrence 

Seaway stands as one of the most important of these 

challenges. Yet, in addition to the host of economic problems 
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with which the Mohawks have been faced, the symbolic 

challenges to their sovereignty, their nationhood, have been 

among the most important to guard against. 

Time and time again, the federal governments of Canada 

and the United States have tried to weaken the position of 

Akwesasne as a sovereign nation. The continued attempts to 

make the international border more than symbolic stand as some 

of the most obvious, though by no means only, threats to 

Mohawk sovereignty. The events of 1979-80, as well as the 

more recent gaming debates, illustrate some of the current 

problems with which the Mohawks are faced. As the Mohawks 

have built closer economic ties with their surrounding 

neighbors, a series of changes have occurred at Akwesasne with 

respect to the social goals of certain factions of the 

community. Dissension has arisen, occasionally leading to 

bloodshed. 

Despite the tension, sometimes palpable on the 

reservation, brought out by these debates, the community of 

Akwesasne has endured. As resolutions to each problem have 

taken hold, the residents of Akwesasne have held fast to 

community-wide conceptions of sovereignty. These common 

conceptions have not only provided the solution to these 

problems, but have invested the physical community with its 

sovereign identity. 



CHAPTER 7 

SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS 
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The Mohawks of Akwesasne have imbued their conununity with 

a sense of separateness, of sovereignty, that has been 

critical in the continued survival of that community. Since 

its founding circa 1754, Akwesasne has survived a series of 

difficult political and economic troubles: most commonly, 

these troubles have taken the form of attacks mounted against 

the community by either the United States, Canada, or New York 

State. 

Writing in 1960 about the coming of the St. Lawrence 

Seaway to the Mohawk reservation lands at Caughnawaga, one 

author noted a number of problems faced generally by the 

Indians of North America. 

When we speak of imperialism, exploitation, and 
enslaved people, we often refer to colonies in 
Africa, Asia and other parts of the world, and the 
Soviet satellites. When we deplore apartheid, 
segregation,- discrimination, or genocide, we 
usually refer to treatment of minorities in some 
parts of the world, it is seldom mentioned that the 
tragic fate of the Indian of North America falls, 
by analogy or otherwise, in any of the above 
categories... The meager tracks of land, which were 
granted to the Indians as a reservation, for the 
price and consideration of relinquishing their 
claim to the American Continent, were infringed 
upon, and slowly but steadily are in the process of 
liquidation (Ghobashy, pp. ix-x). 

Interested in simultaneously acculturating the Mohawks into 

their "mainstream" cultures and, in so doing, opting out of 

their historic obligations to the Mohawks, the Canadian and 

American governments have applied steady pressures throughout 

the last two hundred years to reduce the Mohawks of Akwesasne 
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to no more than another North American minority group — 

entitled to receive nothing other than that received by other 

minority groups. 

A number of the strategies employed by these federal 

governments to accomplish these aims proved to be particularly 

successful. In effect, the cxomulative effect of these 

policies has been the creation of factions within Mohawk 

society, as the introduction of large sums of cash has 

combined with the political power that has derived from the 

political recognition of a number of elected chiefs by the 

United States and Canada. 

Despite the high level of politicized confusion that has 

accompanied the modern-day factionalism at Akwesasne, many of 

the unifying values present in early nineteenth-century 

Akwesasne continue to play a central role in the community 

cohesion of twentieth-century Akwesasne. At the heart of these 

values lies the community-wide assumption that Akwesasne is a 

sovereign Mohawk nation — separate and apart from the United 

States and Canada. This sovereignty was recognized in 1888, 

when the St. Regis Mohawks "were admitted to the [Iroquois] 

Confederacy as ^successors to the Mohawks [of the historic 

Mohawk Valley]' (Frisch, p. 99). 

Historically, the Mohawk community at Akwesasne has 

survived while large numbers of its members have worked at 

some distance from the reservation. Mohawk traditional 
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employment in the fur trade of western Canada in the mid-

eighteenth century, and later employment as entertainers and 

in ironwork, stand as some of the more well known examples of 

off-reservation employment. While such employment sometimes 

entailed relocation to locales too distant from Akwesasne to 

facilitate easy return, even on a periodic basis, the most 

common social pattern that accompanied this off-reservation 

employment had, as a central feature, the frequent return of 

workers to Akwesasne. 

Often, these kinds of employment did not lend themselves 

to the relocation of families and, as such, another common 

pattern emerged by the close of the nineteenth century: as the 

men of Akwesasne worked away from the reservation, the women 

worked on the reservation. By raising children, tending 

crops, and maintaining many of the in situ functions important 

in the perpetuation of Mohawk culture, Mohawk women performed 

many invaluable services in the continued success of 

Akwesasne- In essence, the women at Akwesasne provided the 

key function in the continued success of the community: they 

maintained Akwesasne as the place to which the members of the 

Mohawk Nation could refer as home. 

The 1845, 1850, and 1892 census returns for the St. Regis 

Mohawk Reservation provide some interesting insights into the 

life of that community, though the data contained therein are 

in some ways extremely problematic. In general, there were 
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nearly equal numbers of males and females, and little natural 

growth occurred at Akwesasne throughout the nineteenth 

century. This led to a fairly stable population base which 

did not place an undue burden on the physical 

environment. 

In addition, the occupational statistics enumerated in 

these three censuses provide valuable clues to life at 

Akwesasne. In the mid-nineteenth century, many residents at 

Akwesasne were involved in farming. As the century 

progressed, greater numbers became involved in arts and 

crafts, notably basketmaking. This employment, primarily the 

domain of women and children, proved to be invaluable to the 

community as it had a great economic impact on the community 

(Donaldson, p. 50). 

The difficulties inherent in these censuses, discussed 

thoroughly throughout the text, are of great importance with 

respect to this study. Of the many difficulties associated 

with each census, two stand out most prominently. First, the 

nature of Akwesasne, as a trans-border community, has not been 

satisfactorily addressed by any census to date. Therefore, 

the inferences drawn from these censuses must always be 

qualified by the analyst, as the statistics presented present 

significantly less than a whole picture. 

Second, there is a great reluctance on the part of the 

Mohawks of Akwesasne to be counted on the census of either the 
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United States or Canada, as foreign nations. This difficulty 

is complicated by the fact that a significant portion of the 

population of Akwesasne is, at any one time, not living on the 

reservation. This is, perhaps, the reason that the population 

estimate for 1993 (roughly 11,200), reported to me by several 

members of the Mohawk Tribal Council, far exceeds the range of 

estimates reported by the Census Bureau in its decennial 

reports. 

The nature of the problems with which the Mohawks have 

been faced has changed as the twentieth century has 

progressed. Continual assaults have been made on Mohawk 

sovereignty, including the induction of Iroquois men into the 

armed services during World Wars I and II and the continued 

attempts by both federal governments to establish the border 

at Akwesasne as a real entity. Yet, despite the seemingly 

constant battle being waged between the federal governments 

and the people of Akwesasne over the extent and meaning of 

sovereignty therein, the community has survived. 

As in the distant past, the tie that has bound the 

Mohawks together has been the common assumption of 

sovereignty. Since founding Akwesasne in 1754, the Mohawks 

have maintained this community as their homebase; the place 

that is the physical manifestation of the Mohawk Nation. The 

success of the community of Akwesasne has been closely tied to 

these notions of sovereignty. Thus, the physical location of 
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Akwesasne has had little to do with the success of the 

community: rather, Akwesasne's success has been based on the 

perception, shared by its residents, that the bounds of their 

community coincide with the bounds of their Nation. This 

understanding has been the bedrock on which Akwesasne has been 

built. 

The difficulties of the last half of the twentieth 

century have challenged these beliefs, although, through all 

the difficulties, the community has survived. The first great 

challenge of this century was the construction and utilization 

of the St. Lawrence Seaway. Despite their objections, the 

residents of Akwesasne lost a symbolically significant portion 

of the reservation, as well as some of their traditional way 

of life. The introduction of the Seaway ushered in profound 

changes at Akwesasne. 

The first of these changes resulted from the sudden and 

inescapable proximity to the social and economic white world. 

Previously a fairly isolated reservation community, Akwesasne 

came into close contact with the wider world. The 

introduction of a cash economy into Akwesasne, and the 

effective elimination of the barter system therein, was a 

determinant in a number of the troubles that would arise in 

the next forty years. 

The second of the profound changes that stemmed from the 

completion of the seaway was the introduction of heavy 
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industry, such as Alcoa, General Motors, and Reynolds, 

upstream of Akwesasne. All heavy polluters, these industries 

have played a central role in the rapid degradation of the 

physical environment at Akwesasne. Despite providing a few 

jobs for Mohawks throughout the 1960s-1980s (there are 

currently very few Mohawk workers in these industries, 

according to Pat Thomas), the industries have had a largely 

negative effect on the area. Chemical contamination of the 

river has led to the unequivocal death of the fishing industry 

at Akwesasne that had, since the seventeenth century, been an 

important part of Mohawk life. 

Subsequently, several incidents in the last fifteen years 

have demonstrated the factionalism that has become a ready 

feature of life at Akwesasne. This factionalism, inspired by 

contrasting ideas over the best and most appropriate way for 

the Mohawk Nation at Akwesasne to proceed into the future, has 

developed into one of the greatest threats to Alcwesasne's 

future. Already divided, the various groups agree on little 

except the sovereignty of their nation. While each group 

accepts this sovereignty as a starting point, most arguments 

really amount to nothing more than disagreements over the 

nature of that sovereignty. 

The future for Akwesasne does not look bright. 

Factionalism, already destructive, will probably continue as 

a central feature of life on the reservation. As the century 
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draws to a close, economic opportunity for the residents of 

Akwesasne is limited. According to Tribal Council estimates, 

two of three people are currently unemployed on the 

reservation. Retail trade plays the central role in the 

struggling Mohawk economy. Devising an economic development 

strategy for Akwesasne is difficult. Much of the current 

emphasis within the Tribal Council is focused on increasing 

the number of retail trade establishments at Akwesasne, as 

large volumes of foreigners cross the reservation each year. 

Statistics Canada, the official demographic analysis branch of 

the Canadian government, estimates that Akwesasne receives 

roughly twelve million visitors per year. These visitors 

represent great economic opportunities for the community. 

Yet, herein lies one of the fundamental philosophical 

difficulties facing the community of Akwesasne. While 

substantial numbers of people favor this approach to economic 

development, an equal number of Mohawks feel that it is 

undesirable to move any closer to the non-Mohawk cash economy. 

As with the gaming situation, there are many Akwesasne 

residents who feel that traditional Mohawk values would 

disappear with the wholesale adoption of American values. 

These, and many other, seemingly insoluble problems face 

the Mohawks of Akwesasne as they look to the future. The 

values that have been critical to the success of the community 

of Akwesasne and the Akwesasne Mohawk Nation will continue to 
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play a pivotal role in the success or failure of the 

community. Should Akwesasne fail to maintain those 

traditional values, its culturally unique identity would 

almost certainly be subsumed into the larger American/Canadian 

social life. 

Geographers should continue to explore the issues of 

sovereignty and world view as they apply to Native American 

people and lands. The Akwesasne Mohawk Indian Reservation is 

but one of three Indian reservations that straddles the United 

States international border. In addition, a number of Indian 

reservations straddle state and county borders. By employing 

a multi-cultural, historic-geographical approach, geographic 

researchers can learn much about the problems that many Indian 

groups face. 
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