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THE LEAGUE OF THE FIVE NATIONS

A STORY OF THE ABORIGINAL EMPIRE STATE.

BY ARTHUR C. PARKER

STATE ARCHEOLOGIST OF NEw YORK

L1

The address which followed was illusirated by 90 colored lan-
tern slides and the topical character of the text is due to the fact
that it is a degcription of the pictures.

Ladies and CGentlemen:—The beautiful Genesee Valley, as the
president of your Society hag already intimated, was once the home
of my ancestors. I have passed through this valley several times on
the railroad and each time with increasing interest. It is not difficult .

to see that you have taken a greai megsure of pride in the history .of

this region since you and your ancestors have occupied it. ‘The same
was true of the Seneca Indians wihose ancestiral home it was. There

are many Indians living today who are the children and grandehil-
- dren of the people who lived here in the aboriginal period. It iz my

privilege to know a greai amany of these descendants of the old vil-

lages of Canawaugus, Geneseo, Squskie Hill afd Gardeau, and for .

this reason I have geen fit to incorporate in this address a short -
degcription of these descendants and their modern ways of living.
Their villages are no longer of logs and bark, but of painted boards
or brick, trimmed and ornamented as those of the whites ahout

them.

The territory embraced by the SBtate of New York by reason of
its peographical, position, its natural resources and its physical fea-
tures, seems always to have been designed as a great npatural em-
pire. . We recognize this when we proudly boast our State as the
HEmpire State of the Union. In our exulting patriotism most of us
think only of the great Empire State of Now, over which waves the
flag of the United States. Most of us have forgotten the cramped
paragrapks in our school histories -which mentioned the Empire
State of four hundred years age, over which waved a billion trees,
each a symbol of the mighiy Bmpire of the Ircguois that held as its
territory most of the region east of the Mlssmsmpx River. 'This em-
pire of the Irogucis was erected long before Champlain or Hudson
{raversed the hills ‘and valleys of New York and long before they
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dreamed of the proud sachems that held their courts on the blue
Onondaga hiils or in the heautiful valley of the Genesee.

The Irogquois who ruled here and ruled well belonged to the
Huron-Iroquois linguistic stock, eaid to have migrated from sOme
western source, passed through the Mississippi valley and gathered
about the region of the Detroit river. Ofishoots were congtantly
splitting from the main branch as they found suitable places for
settlement, Among these may be mentioned the Cherckee. The
marching hoard at its remdezvous om the Detroit seems io have
divided again. One large division passed over the river while the
remainder stayed on the soufh bank. Both branches, however, con-
tipped their journeys eastward along the shores of Lakes Erie and
Ontario. The Iroquois on ihe gsouth shore later became known as the
Fries, the Andastes and the Senecas, although there were other
small bands also. The northern migrants coursing along the shores
of the lakes eventuslly reached the St. Lawrence Valley, where they
were surrounded by the Algonquins, and made a captive people, but
the fierce love of liberty, the recollection of former glory and the
blood of brave ancestry would not long allow the Irequois to remain
a subject people. By a well directed blow at a well chosen time,
they obtained their ireedom and fled to the territory which we now
know as northern and central New York. Pushing their way westward to
the Genesee and beyond they met their brother tribes from whom they
had separated years before. "he Laurentian Iroguois as they have
come to be called, were divided into three bands, originally perhaps
two, The Mohawks constituted obe band, the Onondagas another,
while the Oneidas, the third band, were perhaps an early ofishoot of
the Mohawks. The Cayugas 'were members of the iribes that had
clung to the southern shores and were a succeeding division of the
Senecas into which had been injected the blood of some other Iro-
guoian division. The Senecas were a large division and in close alli-
apce with the Tries and influenced more or less by the Andastes
and Neutrais.

At an early date, reckoned by the white historians from 31450
to 1570, the urgent necessity of a stronger political union was forced
upon the Irequeis. The demands of common interesis, common foes
and common blood necessitated 2 closer bond and the wiping away
of petty differences that kept a constaut debilitating warfare in
progress. Thus at a general council a league was formed largely
through fhe influence of Dekapowida who based his laws upon the
teachings of Hiawatha. At this time and later the various nations
of the league were situated as shown on the map (fig. 1},

Tradition relates that Hiawatha had long implored the Ononda-
ga chief, Ottatarho, to listen to his plan for a national and central
government. The wily chief refused at all times to listen and sor-
rowing Hiawatha went alone into the forest to commune with him-
self and with nature. He had thought of certain laws that if enforced
would bring about harmony and stremgth, but as yet he had not
the means of recording them. At length as he swept his paddle
through Oneida lake, he noticed the myriads of periwinkle shells
that swirled in the water, especially in the shallows near the shore.
He conceived the idea of stringing the shells in monemonic strands,
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2s he was reciting some of the laws, as he read them from his siringg
of shells, to impress the teachings upon hig owa mind. Upon a
certain ocecasion, he drifted toward the shore of the lake in his cance,

meditating over these things at the close of the day he heard 3
strange echant sounding over the waters that lay before his camp
on the shore. Someone was singing of peace and fraternity. The
singer neared the shore and Dekanowida, stepped out from his place
of concealment in the rushes on the bank and hailed the man who
sang of things so kindred to hig thoughts. He had met Hiawatha,
After a conference together they went back to the land of the Mo-
hawks, where, after g time, they succeeded in enlisting the infiuence
and co-operation of the Mohawk council in a plan to confederate all
the Troquois nations, Dekanowida ang Hiawatha went to the Oneidas
and won their support, thoughk it took the Oneidas z year to make up
their minds definitely. Taking Odatsehte, the Dbrincipal Oneida chief
with them, the two dreamers prepared to have a council with Ot-
tatarho, the tyrant of the Onondagas. In the metaphors of the In.
dian, the great chief of the Onondagas Was s0 evil that his thoughts
burst through his skull and turned inte serpents that writhed ang
hissed and exhaled Venom to their master's foes. Such was the man
whom the lovers of bPeace must engage. At length Higwatha Dbacified
the haughty chief and “combed out” the serpents by saying, “Ang
you, O great chief, shall be the ruler of us all, and your power shall
be greafer thap ever,”

Thus the Leagne of the Iroquois, the confederation of the Mo.
hawks, the Oneidas, the Onondagas, the Cayugas and the Senecas
was formed. Other Iroquoian nations had jealously refused to join,—
and as the years went by they perished for their folly, The Iroquois
called their league “The Long House,” ang dedicated it to everlasting
Peace. In other words, their nation was 10 be called the “Long
House” and their government called the “great beace.” A long
house swag 3 long building of bark containing severs} rooms opening
out into a central hall, In a long house seversl families lived to-
gether. Developing this idea, the great “Long House,” emblemati
cally Speaking, was erected in which the five brother nations were
to dwell in Peace and harmony,

Tradition stateg that when Hiawatha wasg evolving the laws of
the lsague he gent A party of hunters into the forest with instrue-
tions to kill the first animal of every species which they met. Upon
the return of the party he selected from the dead game the animals

ich The truth is,
bhowever, that the clans were older than Hiawaths, The Seneca
clans, for example, are the “Bear,” “Wolg” “Turtie,” “Beaver,”
“Deer,” “Snipe,” “Feron” end “Hawk” In g general way the nations
had these or similar ¢lans. Every clansman eonsidered his fellow
clansman a brother or sister irrespective of nationality. Brothers
would not war with brothers, ang thus the nations were knit to-
gether by bonds of relationship, ang internal peace assured,

In the divisions of the clans were given 50 hereditary sachem.
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ships or high chieftanships, divided nnequally among the nations.
A sachem was a civil ruler, or as we would say now, a senator, and
the council of 50 when met together ai Onondaga constituted the
ruling body of the leaguse. Mo measure could be acted upon or
passed without a unanimous vote. Thus an unequal division of the
sachemships in no wise affected the rights of an individual nation.
The eight Seneca sachems had as much weight in the council as
did the fourteen of the Onondagas.

1t seems & ourious problem oW how such a people could be
called together but their runners were abmost as feet of foot as the
deer of the forest amd their trails were not only the connecting links
between villages, clans and nations but stretched far beyond their
porders in every direction. If the Senecas wished to call a general
council the sachems of that nation convened to determine whether
or not the matter was of sufficient importance to present to the whole
body. If they conciuded that it was they sel a runner with a wam-
pum Dbelf or wampum strand to the Cayugas to notify thexn, and if
tho matter was urgent the Cayugas would send a relay to the Onon-
dagas, who in turn, taking the wampun, would send a runner 1o
the Oneidas and they would send one to the Mohawks. ¥ the
emergency was of great importance, not only sachems and chiefs,
but men, womeh amd children hastened to the grand council fire
The chiefs, if is well to observe in pasgsing, were military officers
and not a part of the ruling body.

No message was of any weight unless accompanied by a wampum
pelt or iis earlier proteiype, the strands of shells. After the coming

of the white race wampum was manufactured in large quantities by -

machinery, Wampum belts consisted of several sirings woven {o-
gether by a warp into a belt. They contained various symbolic de-
signs and patterns representing some specific law or historical event
that the belt maker desired to preserve. wampum bheads are of iwo
eolors, white and purple. The white beads are made from the colu-
metla of the busycon shell and the purple from the purple spot in
the venus or clam shell. The white pecple of this country adopted
wampum Dbeads as currency and used it as late as 1712, when &
stuyver of wampum was ferry fare between New York and Brooklym
And here, with all due respect to the great commoner of Nebraska,
originated the first 16 io 1 monetary scheme, for in the Wall Sireet
exchange of the day 18 stuyvers of wampum egualied one beaver
ckip, From ceriain experiences 1 ghould say that sking have not
altogether been driven from the economy of Wall Street, although 1
should remark that the skins are probably of the gshark order, rather
than beavers.

The Irpguois when first discovered were living in bark and per-
haps log houses. The bark house consisted of a framework of poles
covered with slabs of bark, rough side out. Around the sides of the
jnterior were stationary penches of poles that served as seats by
day and as beds af pight. On a long pole strung to the ridge pole
and parallel with it were hung dried vegetables and meat and other
things not immediately needed. Other provisions were stored in the
garret and often in pits dug in the earth floors.

The earliest records of those who visited the Iroguois, especially
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the m.mm¢nmm. represent that a large portion of the land was an open
prairie produced by periodic burnings. These prairie openings in the
m.w.mma forests served several purposes. They were carpeted with a
rich, sueculent grass that enticed the ruminants from the timber land.
In the opem it was of course easy to kiil them. It seems the deer
preferred the grass of the open and the chance of a fatal arrow shot
to the meager store of moss and brouse of the woods and the attacks
of carnivorous enemies. In ihe openings the Iroguois built their
villages and had their extensive corn fields. :

«Ew.Omm who have held the idea that the Indians, especially the
Iroquois, were merely savage hunters and warriors may smile when
1 mention the home and family life, and yet those who know bhest
say that no people more religiously respected family ties or had their
relationship more distinctly defined.

Among the Iroguois hospltality was an established usage. If a man
entered a home in any village, whether tribesman or stranger, the
women immediately set food before him. Am omission o do this
would have been a discourtesy. If hungry the vigitor ate and if not
he tasted the food in token of his acceptance of the hospitality
offered. ;

The mwm&.mw of the froquois were among the happiest mortals in
mﬂ.@sm. ﬁ.:aﬁ horders of America. By the Iroguols religion all children
who Emmm in infancy went to the pleasant lands of the Creator io
develop inte men and women of the sky-world. Handsome Lake, the
prophet, said, “The tracks on the sky-roar are mostly those of small
feet and the Creator revealed unte Handsome Lake that the children
were his for they had done no evil.” Handsome Lake went on further
to say, “The Creator says, ‘Whoso loves children has favor in my
gight’” Children were trained by the mother, who endeavored to
teach them all the ways of virtue. She gave them of the fullness of
her knowledge and -experience and guided them by her advice, and
they were generally reverent and obedient. If they disobeyed she
iold them that it would ruin thelr usefulness as men and women of
the League. If they- persisted in wrong doing she could only, a8 a
last resort, dash water upon her child to drive away its contumacity.

From infancy the boys were dipped in cold water each day to
make them hardy. As they grew older not a day in the year passed
but m.cmna them plunging in the rivers, even though they had to break
the ice to find the lifegiving waters that made the blood pulse
warm and the heart beat fast, that gave the indomitable endurance
mEm energy that made an Iroquois ever auccessful in the chase and
invincible in war.

The hardiness of the Indian has offen been a matier of comment,
and early travelers frequently expressed their gurprise. It is related
that one of the provineial officers in Canada with a party of friends
was skating on one of the many Canadian lakes when they noticed
an aged Indian m.wummum his way over the ice, clad only in a fatiered
Emﬂmmn. _The wind was of icy keenmess, but the Indian seemed ngt
to mind if. The puzzled and interested parfy skated up to the Indian
and addressed Ew.u somewhat as follows: “We are interested to know,
m.oom oEmﬂ. how it is that you can endure this biting cold with so0
Little clothing. In fact, you have almost nothing about you, yet
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strangely you do not even shiver.” “Ugh!” was he reply. “Why you
no dress up your faces?” “Why,” laugheg the officer, “gur faces are
enured to the cold” The Indian started to stalk on, remarking as
he did so, “Ugh, me all face.” ,

In ancieni times the youths were compelled to go through &
strange initiatory ceremony known as dream fast. The young man
went alone inte the forest and built himself a sheiter Here he
fasted for ten days, taking nothing but water. It was his duty to
dream of his totem snimal that should ‘be his persona. “good luck
giver” through life. To be unsuccessiul in greaming was a disas
trous thing.

As we wander over a plowed field and suddenly pause, thrilled
by the appearance of a stone axe, which peeps up from the soil of
antiquity, we marvel how a crude people could fell a tree with so
poor an instrument. If we but look deeper we would find that the
sneestors of the modern American, whether Gaul, Saxzon, Briten or
Kelt, used exactly the same kind of an axe. The Indians, and other
primitive nations, would build a fire at the base of a tree and a8 the
flames ate their way into the wood, would chop out the charcoal with
the stone axe. The fire would e replenished, pressed against the
tree and the fames would work sgain, and again the charred wood
was hacked out by the stone hatchet. The process was repeated
until the tree fell to the earth, which was in a comparatively short
time.

The Iroguois warrior did not dress like the Siouz of the plains
or like the Indians of the south. In fact, they are not the Indians of
picture books or of wild west shows, In times of peace they wore
their legging with the seam in front and witbout fringe. Their moc-
casing were made of a single plece of glin with flaps failing over the
ankles. They usually wore nothing above the waist but sashes or
belis that symbelized their rank among nations, for these Indians
called themselves “Ongwehoweh,” which means “The Real People”

America seems aiways to have had a national game. In aborig-
inal times it wag lacrosse. Sometimes a whole tribe would pit itgell
against another. Broken heads or broken legs were the usual thing,
and nothing was thought of such accidents. Lacrosse in those raw
days was almost as savage a gale, you 5€g, as modern football

The pride of the present day Senecas is thaf their celebrated
tribesman, Deerfoot, made many records in running that have been
equalled only in recent times. In one of his celebrated races he ran
against the English champions in the Crystal Palace in London. This
race took place before the British roval family on April 2, 1864.
Here he ran 12 miles in one hour, two minutes, two and & half sec
onds. He won a massive gzold wateh and chain which had been
offered to the winner by the Prince of Wales. In later years, and
‘especially as he became an old man, it was hig custom upon certain
oceasions to draw out the watch and after inspecting it with affection-
ate owmm to say, “Prince o'Wales, Prince o'Wales, O, him pretty good
feller!”

The Iroguois of days gone by have lost none of their prowess
as athietes and sprinters. One has only to think of the phenomenal
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. Plerce brothers and of Tom Longhoat to remember that they have
still speed and skill. .

" The. fame of the Iroguois as warriors is traditional. The very
aame of “A Mohawk” was sufficient fo spread terror all through New
Engiand. Toward the west the name of the Seneocas was dreaded.
Tn their efforts to preserve the principles of the League of the Iro-
gquois the ‘Troquoizs were forced to engage in combat nearly every
important tribe east of the Missigsippi. The war policy of the Iro-
quois ‘was extermination or absorpticn. A congquered tribe was split
into small bands and settled in groups throughout the nation, thus
loging its identity and at-the same time contributing to the strength
of the conguerors. In thelr wars during the seventeenth .and early
eighteenth centuries the Iroguois conquered more territory than that
embraced by the Roman Dmpire. The Iroquois were determined to
have no enemies and would allow no tribe to interfere with their
assumed rights. ’

While tribute is due their honors of war, their political sagacify
and their civil organization, perhaps a gentler fribute is io praise
their consideration of woman. The Iroquois woman was the prime
factor of the council. It was she whe pominated all the civil offieers
or sachems, and the men,—the poor men,—could do nothing but elect
the women’s choice. ' 8o important was an Iroguois woman in the
pconomy of the nation that when captured by the enemy it reguired
twice the ransom to redeem her as it did a man. The Iroquois woman
workeg in the fields, it is true, and did many other pieces of manual
jabor, bui it is not recorded that she was ever made ill by this
exercise. On the contrary, her duties were less fatiguing than those
which the modern housewife is compelled to assume.

The Froguois man had work that kept him active the greater
part of the time. He has been represenied, however, merely as a
hunter and warrior. It was uno sport to hunt in those days when it
was necessary to stalk deer with a bow and arrow and bring home
game through tangled snderbrush for a distance of twenty io forty
miles. In the days when invasion was imminent, the men were
compelled, by the very conditions of the culture in which they lived,
to rest upon fheir arms. To be eaaght by the enemy with burdens
and fatigned by a long day’s work in the field meant death, not only
to the man, but to his entire family. :

Sometime ago, in Southeasiern New York, I happened fo enter
the home of .a prosperous Yankee farmer, who was spending his
afternoon at his fireside. It was Sunday and he was arrayed in his
best clothing. In course of conmversaiion he said, “You Indians are
all right in a few ways, but I never dig iike the way you treated your
women. The men were all lazy and merely loated around, while the
poor females had to do all the lifting and lugging.” )

-Outside T heard the creak of a heavy pump, the sound of an axe
and the shiffing of some heavy cbject. A few moments iater some-
one kicked at the door, which presently flew .open, revealing the farm-
er's wife in a coarse gown carrying an armful of wood in one arm
and 2 pail of water in the other 1 remarked in a sort of passing
way that it is sometimes difficult to see our own inconsistencies.



