


Claiming Land, Claiming Water 



  STUDIES IN EARLY AMERICAN ECONOMY AND SOCIETY 

FROM THE LIBRARY COMPANY OF PHILADELPHIA 

Jessica Choppin Roney, Series Editor 

Sponsored by the Program in Early American Economy and Society (PEAES) at the Library 

Company of Philadelphia, the series supports advanced research in the history of American 

economy and society to approximately 1850. We define our remit broadly to encompass topics 

that relate to political economy, agriculture, commerce, business, entrepreneurship, banking, 

money, transportation, labor, servitude, slavery, technology, the environment, cartography, 

oceanic and maritime circulations, and continental expansion, invasion, and resistance. 



 

 

  
 

Claiming Land, 
Claiming Water 

Borders and the People Who Crossed Them 
in the Early Modern Atlantic 

edited by 
Rachel B. Herrmann and 
Jessica Choppin Roney 

Universit y of Pennsylvania Press  

Phil adelphia 



 
  

 
  

   

 
         

    

Tis work was supported by a Networking Scheme Grant from the UK Arts 
and Humanities Research Council [AH/R002320/1] 

Copyright © 2026 University of Pennsylvania Press 

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations used for 
purposes of review or scholarly citation, none of this 
book may be reproduced in any form by any means 

without written permission from the publisher. 

Published by 
University of Pennsylvania Press 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104-4112 USA 
www.pennpress.org 

EU Authorized Representative: Easy Access System 
Europe - Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, 

Estonia, gpsr.requests@easproject.com 

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper 
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Cataloging-in-Publication record for this book 
is available from the Library of Congress. 

Hardcover ISBN 978-1-5128-2925-9 
eBook: 978-1-5128-2927-3 

OA electronic: 978-1-5128-2926-6 

www.pennpress.org
mailto:gpsr.requests@easproject.com


 

 
 

 
  

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

CONTENTS 

Introduction. Borders, Places, and Movement 
Rachel B. Herrmann and Jessica Choppin Roney 

1 

Part I. Ways to Think About Borders 

Chapter 1. Toward a Prehistory of Territory: Thomas Hobbes, 
the Maryland Palatinate, and the Colonial Boundary Problem 

Edward G. Gray 
17 

Chapter 2. Things to Think With: The Use of Borders on 
a Seventeenth-Century Map of New England 

Christian J. Koot 
38 

Chapter 3. Lines on a Map: Crafting and Contesting Borders 
in Guillaume Delisle’s and Herman Moll’s Early Eighteenth-Century 
Maps of North America 

Alex Zukas 
60 

Chapter 4. Data Maps of Downeast Maine: Missionary Records 
from the Early Republic Borderlands 

John Morton 
89 

Part II. Creating Place 

Chapter 5. Depicting and Defining the Plantation in the 
Early English Caribbean, 1625–1675 

Paul Musselwhite 
115 



vi Contents 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 

Chapter 6. When a River Is a Border: Rivalries and 
Commercial Networks in the Riverine West 

Kim M. Gruenwald 
142 

Chapter 7. Military Lines: How the Introduction of 
Contours Affected Maps and Movement 

Karen Rann 
164 

Part III. Movement 

Chapter 8. Indian Centers, Colonial Peripheries: Locating 
the International in Early America 

Charles W. A. Prior 
191 

Chapter 9. “Playing the Old Game of Double”: Navigating Creek 
and Spanish Geopolitics in the Post-Revolutionary Gulf South 

Chad McCutchen and Jennifer Monroe McCutchen 
215 

Chapter 10. Comercio Libre: Revisiting a Concept on Trade and 
Borders in Creek Homelands 

Rachel B. Herrmann 
242 

Chapter 11. Possibilities and Peril: Exploring the Transnational 
Experiences of Black People in the Maritimes, 1783–1792 

Harvey Amani Whitfield and Sarah Chute 
264 

Chapter 12. Amphibious Tales: Villagers and Strangers in 
a Border-Crossing World 

Samuel Truett 
289 

List of Contributors 317 

Index 321 

Acknowledgments 333 



 

    
 
 

 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Borders, Places, and Movement 

Rachel B. Herrmann and Jessica Choppin Roney 

Ofen historians fall into a double bind of reading historical maps as conveying 
facts rather than arguments, and the fallacy of imposing modern geographi-
cal constructs backwards. Te twenty-frst-century borders of nation-states, 
which had neither reality nor meaning in the seventeenth, eighteenth, or 
nineteenth centuries, continue to infect the organization of current thinking 
about this period. Claiming Land, Claiming Water asserts that modern schol-
ars bear the responsibility to acknowledge the pitfalls of such practices and to 
question how the disciplinary origins of history and cartography shape our 
own assumptions, questions, methods, and archives. 

Te authors in Claiming Land, Claiming Water investigate how and why 
some people imagined and made claims to bounded space—and how and 
why other people confounded or challenged those claims—through a for-
mative period of intense change in North America and the Atlantic world 
(c.  1630–1860). Te early modern period was characterized by the rise of 
oceanic exploration, trade, migration, transcontinental invasion, continental 
(re)exploration, colonization, empire-building, and the nimble responses of 
Indigenous actors to the possibilities and perils that newcomers presented. 

In this era farmers, fshers, hunters, religious leaders, colonial projec-
tors, traders, sailors, soldiers, diplomats, and cartographers all had their own 
viewpoint on how space was—or should be—organized. Shaped by their own 
material and ideational worlds, they experienced land- and waterscapes in 
distinctive ways and asserted claims accordingly. In the process, as people 
moved to new places, they imposed onto space their own distinctive ideolo-
gies and imaginings. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

2 Introduction 

Tis volume’s authors demonstrate that these ideologies of space were 
deeply informed by culture and experience, and yet subject to transformation. 
Whether traveling to new worlds or experiencing an old world made anew 
by colonizers, pathogens, and objects, no society could reproduce exactly old 
social, political, and economic structures. Claims upon space and the power 
to enforce those claims, particularly if the claims were meant to be exclusive, 
required evolving political, civil, juridical, military, fscal, and cartographic 
technologies.1 Te development of those technologies was neither linear nor 
uncontested, nor was there broad agreement about the sources of authority 
that legitimated one or another system. 

To describe actors moving in and making claims upon early modern 
space, historians themselves invoke spatial paradigms, none of which have 
been more infuential than one based on water and one on land: Atlantic his-
tory and North American hemispheric or continental history. Tis volume 
bridges between the two. 

Te Atlantic world paradigm centers the ocean as the vital link that con-
nected the peoples and histories of Europe, Central and West Africa, and the 
Americas beginning in the ffeenth century. Characterized by “multiracial, 
multiethnic, multinational, and multi-imperial” experiences and connec-
tions, the Atlantic world’s parameters were characterized by the rise of trans-
oceanic exploration and movement, invasion and resettlement, colonization, 
voluntary and forced migration, commercial agriculture, long-distance trade, 
empire-building, and the strategic adaptations, reactions, and responses of 
Indigenous people.2 Distinct but related to imperial history, Atlantic history 
insists on multipolarity, polyvocality, and the contingent interplay of many 
factors at once. While some historians have criticized the Atlantic framework 
for drawing the scholarly gaze away from the power of Native nations, others 
have demonstrated that Indigenous American maritime power was formi-
dable not only across the “Red Atlantic,” but also in the Pacifc Ocean.3 

In contrast to the Atlantic paradigm, continental historians center the 
North American continent itself. Te impetus of looking into the interior 
stretches back at least to the nineteenth-century scholarship of Francis Park-
man, but received new energy in the late nineteenth century, with Frederick 
Jackson Turner’s thesis that the (white) American character was deeply inter-
twined with the frontier.4 Later work reframed the spatial metaphor from a 
border line to a zone or multiple zones of contact, trade, and contest between 
Indigenous nations and newer arrivals from Europe and Africa.5 Over time, 
much of the center of gravity of early modern continental histories has turned 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Introduction 

to heavy emphasis on Indigenous peoples because, as Kathleen DuVal has 
trenchantly reminded us, into the nineteenth century most of North America 
remained “Native ground.”6 Tese places, such as the Mississippi River, Mobile 
Bay, and its environs, were places that Elizabeth Ellis characterizes as bor-
derlands with “multiple and layered land rights.” Te Petites Nations did not 
aspire to exercise “uncontested power” and understood that their reciprocal 
relationships with other people in the Gulf South were what controlled space.7 

Continental history focuses on the political, economic, military, and kinship 
networks that constituted authority in North America and the contested, bru-
tal process by which the continent was eventually made over from, in Michael 
Witgen’s words, “Native homelands into American homesteads.”8 Tat process 
had not concluded by the time period that this volume considers. 

Historians of the Atlantic world and of the North American continent 
share a common goal, which is to recover the multivalent and competitive 
geopolitical world that predated the dominance of territorial empires or 
nation-states. In both cases scholars tell rich, interconnected histories that 
show how entangled were the political, economic, demographic, and cultural 
processes; how richly varied the cast of characters; and how uncertain and 
contingent the events that shaped the early modern world. Yet, in doing so, 
and despite common aims, historians of the North American continent and 
Atlantic world have pulled in diferent directions. Tus, while both sets of 
historians have produced scholarship theorizing space, borders, and zones 
of interaction, these diferent historical interpretations have been siloed for 
too long, making it impossible comprehensively to theorize the making and 
unmaking of borders on water and land. Our volume brings specialists from 
both subfelds together and asks them to attend to the implications of their 
methodology in conversation with one another. 

Te most current scholarship has encouraged authors to move away from 
dichotomies pitting continents against oceans and to think more carefully 
about where land and water literally met to thereby revise categories, meth-
odologies, and paradigms. Where some scholars adopt Stephen Hornsby’s 
perspective that the geography of the British Atlantic can best be understood 
as two contrasting spatial systems—one fuid and maritime, from the Atlan-
tic to the Indian Ocean, and the other a system of combined nodes, staple 
territories, and agricultural frontiers along eastern North America—others 
recognize that neither land nor water was neatly “contained.”9 Simone Müller 
and David Stradling warn against privileging “a container perspective,” by 
which they mean the geomorphological formations that contained water, 



 

  

 

 

 

4 Introduction 

such as a river’s banks or the coastlines of an ocean. Such a perspective runs 
the risk of creating artifcial boundaries between land and water or produc-
ing a study whose scale is too large. Müller and Stradling recommend mov-
ing beyond analyses of containers and watersheds to consider water’s physical 
characteristics and how people imagined and understood them.10 

We urge in this volume that historians beneft when we consider water 
alongside land and land alongside water. Here, we draw on Tifany Lethabo 
King’s theorization of shoals, ecotones characterized by both land and water 
and that drifed and moved over time. Teir blended nature and their move-
ment made them dangerous for navigators. King writes that before the 1860s 
and the advent of bathymetry—which allowed people to calculate the prob-
ability curves that estimated latitude and longitude to locate shoals in geo-
graphic space—coral beds, rock formations, and sandbars were difcult to 
map and to avoid. Teir danger forced people to pause before proceeding. 
We draw on King to encourage scholars of borders analytically “to slow down 
. . . to move from the automaton to a more alert driver and navigator.” Tis 
“shoaling efect,” this deliberate slowing down and careful attention to terres-
trial features alongside aqueous ones, ofers new interpretive avenues and the 
potential to reframe our paradigms about space, control, and sovereignty in 
the early modern period.11 

By centering attempts to make and unmake borders not just on land but 
also on water, this book participates in a shif within the last decade and a 
half to theorize the use of waterways in the early modern period. Tis schol-
arship about watery spaces—including border seas, coasts, saltwater fron-
tiers, the Red Atlantic, the Transimperial Greater Caribbean, river valleys, 
and undercurrents—has established how central water-based trade, travel, 
and transportation was to the development of early modern North America. 
European imperial ofcials strove—unsuccessfully—to dominate maritime 
zones, ports, rivers, and the Great Lakes. Indigenous nations and people of 
African descent challenged Europeans’ plans, retained control of water routes 
(especially rivers) and used them for their own purposes, and took advantage 
of aqueous mobility to further their own ends.12 

Because our authors address the questions of what makes and unmakes a 
border and how people used or destabilized those constructs, they necessarily 
see motion and human agency in what some might misread as teleological 
boundaries of nation-states or as static images. Tis volume therefore models 
methods for using and interpreting historical maps. Te authors take maps 
not as objective depictions of reality but as historically contingent material 



 

 
 

  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Introduction 

artifacts expressing a range of desires. Te maps discussed are objects with 
arguments and were co-created by Indigenous informers, colonial observ-
ers, European mapmakers, and imperial ofcials—many of whom had con-
ficting motives and goals.13 According to this volume’s authors, borders were 
processes before sometimes (but not always) becoming lines. Te volume 
thus models how to use and theorize maps in practice. 

In their origins both the disciplines of history and cartography served 
power, and more specifcally, the project of empire and the rise of the modern 
nation-state. Te very origin of the feld of academic history as we know it 
emerged in the late nineteenth century, “the ideological handmaid of the nation 
state.”14 Early historians relied on maps that the geographer J. B. Harley con-
tended were themselves “inextricably linked to the rise of the nation-state in 
the modern world.” Far from neutral images, Harley urged, maps must be read 
as “‘thick’ texts or as a socially constructed form of knowledge.”15 Historians 
who have taken this approach include Christian Koot, who has demonstrated 
how locally constructed knowledge could be transformed and repurposed in 
metropolitan centers to create engraved maps that might serve as “apparatus of 
empire.” Max Edelson in turn has shown how such maps misled metropolitan 
policymakers into believing they had mastery over geographies that turned 
out to be beyond their grasp.16 We continue to interpret maps as constructed 
forms of knowledge by thinking in this volume about archives. 

Established and more recent scholarship insists on recognizing non-
European ways of seeing and depicting space, a project that necessitates 
expanding our concept of archives. Gregory A. Waselkov reminds us that 
“drawing maps was within the competence of every adult southeastern Indian 
of the colonial period”; it was not a specialized skill confned to a limited 
number of surveyors and mapmakers as in Europe. With diferent priorities 
than Europeans, Indigenous mapmakers produced maps that symbolically 
communicated political relationships as “graphic depictions of the balance 
of power.” Native Americans had mental maps, in addition to physical ones, 
even if they declined to share them with colonizers or if colonizers declined 
to acknowledge them as co-authors. Lisa Brooks and Christine DeLucia 
engage in recovering Indigenous landscapes, establishing that Native Amer-
icans made place-worlds through kin relationships, and that local and tribal 
archives, oral traditions, and memories can and should inform how scholars 
interpret these places today.17 

Te essays in this volume explore how colonists, Native Americans, 
and African-descended people saw and ordered space: how they claimed it, 



 

 
 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 
 

  

 
  

 
 

6 Introduction 

asserted power over it, and forged relationships across and beyond it. Collec-
tively, the essays show people shaping political economies of space on land 
and water, which is to say, creating the social, political, legal, economic, and 
intellectual conditions that structured power within imagined, constructed, 
and ofen contested basins of geographic space. Human assertions and tech-
nologies inscribed certain areas with particular meaning, but our authors 
show that in the early modern era most zones remained porous and open to 
rival uses by people within and without. In the end, claiming land and claim-
ing water was an endless work in progress. 

Tis volume is organized into three parts, though as with any rigorous 
study of land and water, contributors speak across and beyond their contain-
ers. Te authors in Part I, “Ways to Tink About Borders,” describe Euro-
pean ofcials, and free settlers’ schemes, hopes, and assumptions about the 
relationship between borders, power, and reality throughout North America 
and on the Atlantic coast. Edward Gray studies the peculiar constitutional 
history of the founding of Maryland to argue that it was the frst English con-
tinental colony to be legally enclosed by formal boundaries. Gray reminds 
us that “sovereignty . . . was unlikely to be territorial in any modern, spa-
tial sense. It would remain, throughout the colonial era, a matter of persons 
and produce.”18 In Christian Koot’s chapter, John Povey’s addition by hand 
of watercolor borders to a 1676 map of New England ofers readers insight 
into the process of imperial reimagining for that region as the Lords of Trade 
in England sought to rein in the territorial ambitions of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony. Borders on maps, Koot argues, might be used not only as imple-
ments of authority or legitimacy, but also and alternatively as “things to think 
with.” When Povey inked new colored lines, he helped to imagine a spatially 
defned entity called “New England,” and so to bring it into being.19 Bitterly 
as English colonists sometimes grieved to their monarch about the bound-
aries between English colonies, still more laden were contests between rival 
empires. Alex Zukas uses the early eighteenth-century map “war” between 
cartographers Herman Moll and Guillaume Delisle, working on behalf of the 
British and French empires respectively, to explore Europeans’ competing and 
self-serving justifcations for empire, which can be contrasted visually in the 
kinds of maps they produced. Moll’s and Delisle’s maps stressed those conti-
nental features that buttressed their empire’s claims and thus functioned as 
“weaponized” “symbolic resources to support the empire-building.”20 Tese 
frst three chapters, in common with much of the archives of empire, tell us 
much about the aspirations and preoccupations of colonizers. By contrast, 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 

7 Introduction 

John Morton shows that in reality locals attained clarity over disputed terri-
tory earlier than metropolitan authorities. Tis assertion builds from unusual 
sources, which he calls “data maps,” detailed charts of local settlements that 
itinerant missionaries assembled in the early nineteenth century. While US 
and British metropolitan authorities fussed at one another for decades about 
the precise location of the border that separated Maine from New Brunswick, 
Morton shows that by 1804 “the boundary was a fxed reality” to the people 
who lived there. On the Maine–New Brunswick border, “itinerant ministers 
and their parishioners fxed the line in place,” an example of a border drawn 
not by metropolitan ofcials or religious antagonists (e.g., Catholic vs. Prot-
estant), but by co-religionists concerned about the material support of their 
respective churches.21 

Part II of the volume, “Creating Place,” focuses on how people intellectu-
ally understood and in practice shaped the spaces and places they occupied, 
from the plantation landscape of the Caribbean, to the riverine networks of 
ambitious merchants, to the battlefeld terrain that military men had rapidly 
to sketch. Authors explore what Paul Musselwhite calls in this volume “spatial 
technology,” insisting that paradigms about the occupation, possession, con-
trol, and depiction of spaces humans inhabit are historically contingent, con-
structed, and subject to change.22 Musselwhite challenges the inevitability of 
the English plantation complex and private property ownership, tracing the 
uneven shif in English defnitions of what constituted a “plantation” from 
earlier ideas that cast it as a public, civic project to later ideas that redefned 
it as a private space of economic proft that expanded state power and paved 
the way for the growth of capitalism. Kim Gruenwald explores the compel-
ling interest of merchants to harness the capacity of moving water to trans-
port goods and people to distant markets. Tese interests led merchants to 
argue for their own unfettered access to the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers even 
when the Lenape (Delaware), Miami, and Shawnee nations hunted south of 
the Ohio and sought to protect their villages, farms, and claims to the north 
and west of it. Where ofcials from rival Atlantic empires wanted rivers to 
act as infexible, nonporous boundaries under their control, merchants saw 
rivers as conduits and arteries of trade. Gruenwald suggests that the region 
ofen denominated “the trans-Appalachian west” might be better called the 
“Riverine West” to recognize that it was the swif-fowing downstream water, 
more than fertile land beyond the Appalachians, that frst enticed empires 
and white settlers alike.23 Finally, Karen Rann reminds us that the perception 
and strategic mapping of space included not only distance but also height. She 



  

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
   

 
 

 
 

  
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

8 Introduction 

explores the creation of contour lines, a new element that had contentiously 
to be worked out in carto-technology and introduced into carto-literacy in 
response to the difculties that British military men faced when striving 
to map mountainous, contested territory. She reminds us that in the early 
modern period the production of maps required “bodies moving through 
terrain.”24 Finding and agreeing on a single, reproducible carto-technology 
that could more accurately communicate that experience and a terrain’s myr-
iad features—gradient, height, soil, vegetation, and so on—was a contentious 
work of time and considerable efort well into the nineteenth century. 

Part III, “Movement,” the fnal section of the volume, centers the people 
navigating through and across borders, attempting to invest such lines with 
meaning or subvert the meanings imposed by others. Charles Prior uses John 
Mitchell’s 1755 map of North America to show how this European source 
centers Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) territoriality, history, power, and episte-
mologies. As Anglophone ofcials tried to create an asymmetrical colonial 
world, they found themselves instead required to work in a larger, polyvalent 
international world shaped by Indigenous sovereignties. In the North Amer-
ican northeast, Prior argues, “the international was characterized by embed-
ded diplomatic customs and rituals that were intrinsic to the political culture 
of the Haudenosaunee. . . . drawing Europeans into the orbit of the Con-
federacy along multiple paths, routes and circuits of exchange and power.”25 

Chad McCutchen and Jennifer Monroe McCutchen shif the focus southeast 
and further forward in time, fnding similarly that Indigenous power, par-
ticularly of the Creek (Muscogee) Confederacy, served to check US, British, 
and Spanish ambitions and ensure instead “the persistence of community-
level authority and coalition-based politics,” even to the frustration of the 
centralizing ambitions of a Creek leader like Alexander McGillivray.26 Te 
McCutchens argue that Creek strategies, in blending colonial experience with 
new sociopolitical ideologies and in substituting diplomatic and commer-
cial relationships for territorial hegemony, symbolize the transitional phase 
of geopolitics in the Gulf region afer the US War for Independence. Rachel 
Herrmann extends the focus on commercial relationships between Spaniards, 
Britons, Creeks, and Seminoles in the Gulf South with a chapter examining 
the Spanish policy of comercio libre. She argues that Spanish inabilities to 
acquire geographic knowledge of rivers and Creek geographic control of those 
vital networks enabled Muscogees to continue serving Creek women’s inter-
ests through the sale of dressed deerskins. In semi-aqueous Creek homelands 
characterized by local town politics and Spanish forts and trading houses on 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

9 Introduction 

the coast, the Spanish allowed relaxations to comercio libre’s tarifs and rules 
about foreign traders.27 By contrast Harvey Amani Whitfeld and Sarah Chute 
study people uprooted to an entirely new geography seeking autonomy but 
ofen fnding the opposite. “Te history of Black people crossing the early 
American-Canadian border,” they remind us, “is usually framed as a cross-
ing from American enslavement to Canadian freedom.” In fact, “the aquatic 
highway of the Atlantic” connected Black people in the Maritimes to both 
spaces of freedom and (re)enslavement.28 By following three case studies of 
two men and one woman striving for freedom, they demonstrate how elusive 
such freedom could be in the Maritimes and how a combination of political 
jurisdiction, water borders, personal networks, and pure chance shaped each 
person’s quest for freedom. We end with Samuel Truett’s chapter on border-
crossing strangers and villagers, whose lives were entangled in terrestrial and 
aqueous spaces. Truett follows the life of John Denton Hall, “a child of the 
Atlantic World,” to model one way to “circumnavigate” the diferent histories 
considered in this volume and to disrupt our tendencies to write toward the 
formation of aggregated cultures, empires, or nations.29 

Collectively, the essays in this volume speak to how space informed prac-
tice and how people reshaped space. Tis volume works to bring into one 
frame land and water; the power dynamics around imagining, enforcing, and 
subverting borders; and the dexterity of people seeking to assert their own 
rights over particular spaces. It ofers methodological suggestions, contribut-
ing to a praxis of how people in the early modern Atlantic and North Amer-
ica claimed land and water. Weaving through all the spatial paradigms runs 
a productive tension between stasis and change; endurance and innovation; 
solidity and fuidity. 

Many of the essays in this volume originated from an expanding net-
work supported by funding from the United Kingdom’s Arts and Humanities 
Research Council that has aimed to bring together scholars working on sev-
eral diferent types of boundaries: landed, watery, continental, Native Ameri-
can, and hemispheric borders in the early modern Atlantic world. Tis book 
emerges from four linked international conferences we organized in the 
United States and United Kingdom that supported the research of historians, 
geographers, and literary scholars in considering these questions, collecting 
together diverse perspectives on early modern borders.30 

In the decade since we embarked on the frst grant application for this 
project, much has changed for us in our own subject positions respectively 
in Bristol, England, and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and for our authors. 



 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
   

  
 

  

 
 

10 Introduction 

Our thinking, writing, and editing took place in the context of Brexit; a US 
presidency characterized by the building of a border wall and the banning 
of people from predominantly Muslim countries; continuing debate about 
the US-Mexico border; the invasion of Ukraine by Russia; the political and 
economic reconfguration of Europe; and a deadly pandemic that crossed 
national, state, city, and household lines to infect communities worldwide. As 
the book went to press the US president began forecasting radically new global 
priorities, provoking diplomatic and trade realignments in North America, 
Europe, and beyond. Suddenly there was once again disagreement over what 
to call the Gulf of Mexico, and long-established control of spaces from Gaza 
to Greenland seem to at least some policymakers to be up for grabs. In short, 
now more than ever it seems important to hone the analytic tools—and the 
long scholarly vision—to situate claims to water and land as constructs of 
power. And to remember that however powerful borders seemed, people, net-
works, and nations always subverted and contested them. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Toward a Prehistory of Territory 

Thomas Hobbes, the Maryland Palatinate, 
and the Colonial Boundary Problem 

Edward G. Gray 

Tomas Hobbes has no known connection to the Maryland colony. At the 
time King Charles I’s seal was applied to the colony’s charter, in 1632, Hobbes 
was probably living at Hardwick Hall, a grand Derbyshire house owned by 
his patrons, the Earls of Devonshire. In 1630, Hobbes had begun serving 
as advisor to the widow of the second earl and to the earl’s cousin, the Earl 
of Newcastle. In 1634, the year Maryland’s frst colonists settled St. Mary’s 
City on a small eponymously named tributary of the Potomac River, Hobbes 
accompanied the third Earl of Devonshire on a European tour. 

Insofar as there is any historical connection between seventeenth-century 
England’s greatest political philosopher and the obscure colonial enterprise 
of a prominent Jacobean Catholic family, it most likely lies with the much 
better known, better capitalized, and altogether more catastrophic colonial 
enterprise known as Virginia. Both Hobbes and the eventual founder of 
Maryland, George Calvert, member of James I’s Privy Council, owned shares 
in the quasi-private entity that controlled that other Chesapeake colony. 
Hobbes most likely received his share from his employer and former stu-
dent, William, Lord Cavendish, the second Earl of Devonshire. Cavendish 
probably made the grant to his trusted former tutor as a means of strength-
ening his own position on the Virginia Company Court (as the company’s 
board was known). At Cavendish’s behest, between 1622 and 1624, Hobbes 
also seems to have attended no fewer than thirty-seven Virginia Company 
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meetings. In this same period, Calvert served as a secretary of state and in the 
period Hobbes was active, Calvert’s responsibilities included corresponding 
with the Virginia Company Court. Hobbes surely knew of Calvert; Calvert 
surely knew of the associate and secretary of one of the Virginia Company’s 
most infuential shareholders. Beyond this circumstantial intersection of the 
as yet little-known philosopher and the prominent courtier, the connection 
of Tomas Hobbes to Maryland is pure conceit.1 

But it is, this chapter suggests, an illuminating conceit. Hobbes is obviously 
much less well known as a colonial bureaucrat than a political philosopher. 
And the work for which he is most known happened years afer his service to 
Lord Cavendish—his masterpiece, Leviathan, appeared in 1651. Tat work has 
much to say about the relationship between colonies and the sovereign, but 
very little to say about any given colony and nothing to say about Maryland.2 

And yet, it contains insights very much relevant to the Maryland colony and, 
ultimately, all of England’s mainland colonies. Tat so capacious and multi-
faceted a treatise should say something about contemporaneous historical 
developments is not, one must acknowledge, an especially bold proposition. 
Historians of English America have long found in Hobbes’s writings a useful 
interpretive frame through which to view their subject matter. 

Hobbes’s famously dark characterization of the hideous, barbaric, and 
disordered condition beyond the sovereign state, ofen misunderstood as 
Hobbes’s characterization of human nature, has been especially appealing to 
historians of England’s Chesapeake colonies. As places where humans faced 
“continuall feare, and danger of violent death,” and where “the life of man [is] 
solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short,” the plantations of the Chesapeake 
have seemed the embodiment of Hobbes’s characterization of the “natural 
condition of mankind,” an ungoverned state of permanent war.3 Whether his-
torians’ characterization of a Hobbesian Chesapeake accords with Hobbes’s 
actual understanding of humans’ natural state is debatable. What is less debat-
able, despite American historians’ tendency to imply otherwise, is the fact that 
Hobbes’s larger philosophical project, especially as articulated in Leviathan, 
goes far beyond the terrifying characterization of human beings living in the 
absence of stable governing authority. 

Although any brief characterization of Hobbes’s purpose in Leviathan is 
certain to miss the full complexity and subtlety of that masterpiece, for the 
purposes of what follows, we can say that Hobbes sought a rational, empirical 
justifcation for formally incorporated government—the state, or what Hobbes 
usually referred to as the “common-wealth.” Te ecclesiastical implications of 
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Hobbes’s argument have justifably drawn historians’ attention. Contemporar-
ies widely and correctly saw the book as an attack on political doctrine upheld 
by both the Church of England and its Puritan critics. Te notion at the cen-
ter of Hobbes’s analysis, that sovereignty was efectively indivisible, whether 
inhering in the person of the monarch or the abstraction of the state, lef 
no place for an ecclesiastical sanction on the English sovereign—itself a not 
terribly controversial position. Hobbes went further, however, in dismissing 
the Anglican view that ordination conferred on clergy spiritual powers inde-
pendent of the sovereign. Clergy were, according to Leviathan, little diferent 
from any other servants of the sovereign. Te argument repelled Anglicans, 
but proved appealing both to ultra-royalists and Puritan Parliamentarians, the 
latter seeing in Hobbes’s conception of unitary sovereignty justifcation for 
rule by a unitary, godly Parliament.4 As a means of contextualizing Hobbes’s 
most celebrated work, it thus makes a good deal of sense to interpret Levi-
athan and its reception through England’s seventeenth-century confessional 
strife. Because the Maryland colony was a product of that same strife—albeit 
a very diferent phase in its eruptions—one might thus expect an analysis of 
Hobbes and Maryland to emphasize English religious politics. 

Te conceit advanced here depends on a distinctly more arcane intersec-
tion of Leviathan and the Maryland colony. Tat intersection concerns the 
term territory, a term not formally associated with Maryland, but frequently 
used by Hobbes. Tere is a certain anachronism in introducing this term and 
its most familiar connotations in a chapter that deals with the seventeenth 
century. For the most part, contemporary scholars have understood terri-
tory and territoriality—the normative convergence of mapped space with 
governing authority—as contingent on variables associated with the mod-
ern nation-state. As one geographer has defned it, territory applies when an 
individual or group assert “infuence, or control of people, phenomena, and 
relationships, by delimiting and asserting control over a geographic area.” 
What implies modernity in this defnition is the correspondence of jurisdic-
tion—“control”—to clearly articulated, lawful spatial limits, or borders. Te 
latter make possible another attribute of the modern nation-state, the rights-
bearing citizen-subject. States’ mechanisms for securing citizens’ rights are, 
in large measure, a function of clear insider-outsider status, and along with 
modern identity documentation, the national border represents a crucial 
instrument for achieving such totalizing forms of identity. In a global his-
tory of the bordered nation-state, Charles Maier writes that territory is space 
“empowered by borders.” For those borders “allow people to be governed or 
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taxed or imbued with loyalty by virtue of their shared spatial location, not 
their race or their kinship ties or their faith or their professional afliation.”5 

Hobbes has a very diferent notion of territory. He assumes no clear, lin-
eal borders because the Hobbesian common-wealth rests on a well-known 
premodern form of political afliation. Rather than the kinds of horizontal, 
fraternal ties associated with citizenship, the Hobbesian state is bound by 
personal and contractual ties, the vertical bonds between subjects and sov-
ereign. Although monarchical authority had clear spatial dimensions for 
Hobbes, those dimensions had less to do with the status of subjects within 
the realm than the specifc legal claims of sovereigns to persons, land, and 
other resources.6 To grasp the point, we might consider Leviathan’s treatment 
of the common-wealth’s political economy. “Te Nutrition of a Common-
wealth,” as Hobbes characterizes the state’s economic life-blood, “consisteth, 
in the Plenty, and Distribution of Materials conducing to Life.” Tose mate-
rials, the “matter” needed for the common-wealth’s survival, are “commonly 
called Commodities” and are of two kinds: the native and the foreign. Te 
native is “that which is to be had within the Territory of the common-wealth: 
forraign, that which is imported from without.” What defnes territory in this 
context, in other words, is not lineal borders or fraternal bonds of citizens, 
but the material yield of a kingdom. In an overwhelmingly agricultural age, 
this notion of territory obviously has a spatial dimension. Commodities come 
primarily from land, and if that land lies within the sovereign’s domain, those 
commodities are “native.” Insofar as territory is bounded for Hobbes, it is thus 
bounded in the way titled property is bounded. Title confers exclusionary 
rights to the produce of property, but indicates very little about the relation-
ship between individual landholders and the sovereign. Bounded territory, 
according to this usage, thus does not denote territoriality—or the sovereign 
authority to confer rights-bearing subjecthood or citizenship.7 

Tis is not to say that Hobbes has no conception of a spatial-limit to sov-
ereignty, or even a kind of insider-outsider status. Hobbes notes, for example, 
a distinction between ordinary subjects and ambassadors or messengers. 
Te distinction arises when the latter travel on state business. Hobbes does 
not explain exactly when a servant of the sovereign becomes an ambassa-
dor—there is no literal or metaphoric border crossing that turns servants of 
the realm into ambassadors. Te same problem presents itself in the case of 
the criminal exile: Such a person is no longer a subject precisely because she 
or he is banished from the common-wealth, but banishment implies some 
kind of territorial limit—a point at which a subject becomes an exile. Again, 
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Hobbes does not explain exactly where—as a spatial matter—exile begins. 
In a Europe still populated by city-states and kingdoms with vaguely defned 
frontiers and marchlands, what we get from Hobbes is an idea of territory 
subordinate to Hobbes’s contractual idea of sovereignty: Te latter is limited 
in space, and the status of the subject implies spatial limits, but as a means 
of locating those spatial limits, actual international borders do not enter 
Hobbes’s analysis.8 

In addition to trade and travel, there is a third context in which Hobbes’s 
analysis confronts the problem of sovereign territorial limits. Travel and 
trade suggest borders insofar as they involve transit between distinct sov-
ereign domains, themselves defned by control of persons and produce. But 
Hobbes’s common-wealth does not exist in an international order defned 
solely by the presence of other common-wealths. It exists in a mosaic of 
adjoining territories and while some of those are governed, in theory, at least, 
some are not. Tese barbarous realms, enveloped in perpetual war, point to 
another spatial limit, one in which clearly articulated subject–sovereign rela-
tions give way to marchlands characterized by the absence of government. 
In the words of Annabel S. Brett, Hobbes’s common-wealth gives way to an 
“uneasy frontier,” one that afords passage between the civil and governed 
city and its obverse, the realm of nature where human beings are perpetually 
at war. Again, Hobbes ofers little specifcity about the conceptual nature of 
this frontier—he leaves his readers nothing that could, for instance, be repre-
sented on a map. Instead, he ofers the distinction between barbarous humans 
in nature and the common-wealth as an “ontological ground on which [the 
common-wealth’s] structure of laws and rights is erected.”9 

To summarize: Territory for Tomas Hobbes suggests a spatial dimension 
of sovereignty determined by various legal instruments that aford sovereigns 
control of subjects, lands, and the commodities they generate. International 
borders exist in Leviathan, but they exist as ontological abstractions—points 
at which envoys become ambassadors or subjects become banished exiles. 
Hobbes ofers little about the exact nature of these points of transition. Inso-
far as the sovereign state is bounded, it is vaguely bounded by frontiers and 
marchlands. Tese are as likely to be zones in which one common-wealth’s 
jurisdiction gives way to another’s, as they are frontiers where governance 
gives way to the state of perpetual war. 

Hobbes’s understanding of territory is generally consistent with the geo-
political order inhabited by seventeenth-century states and empires. Moun-
tains and rivers ofen provided convenient territorial limits but artifcial 
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lineal boundaries were largely unknown. Insofar as there were clearly artic-
ulated, artifcial limits on sovereignty, these tended to exist in the form of 
regulatory architecture—most notably, the walls and gates surrounding cit-
ies. What was true of the Old World also tended to be true of England’s frst 
mainland American colonies. Beyond the palisades surrounding initial out-
posts, these were bounded not by any clearly articulated, artifcial limits but 
by vague assertions of proprietary and jurisdictional control. Hobbes’s state 
of perpetual war may resonate with the nastiness, the brutishness, and the 
shortness of life in the English Chesapeake. But a far more resonant intersec-
tion of Hobbes’s political thought and English colonial reality lies in the ter-
ritorial character of England’s frst mainland North American colonies. Tese 
entities were defned in space above all by the goods and people over which 
they exerted putative legal control. Insofar as English authorities understood 
the spatial limits of England’s frst colonies, they thus understood those limits 
in a way Hobbes would have recognized: a vague dissipation of jurisdiction 
rather than any clearly articulated territorial limits. 

Tere is an important exception to this pattern of premodern territori-
ality in mainland English America. Tat exception emerged from a political 
problem of the kind that inspired Hobbes’s Leviathan: Under what circum-
stances does the common-wealth achieve for its citizen-subjects peace and 
security? Te Chancery lawyers who drafed the Maryland charter in 1632 
established a geopolitical entity with clearly articulated, lineal boundaries— 
the frst in English North America. Tese territorial limits were born of politi-
cal concerns—an emerging Anglo-Dutch contest and the fractious religious 
politics of the period of Charles I’s Personal Rule. Tat those political con-
cerns—which obviously existed before Maryland’s founding and would exist 
afer—yielded unique territorial form cannot be understood without frst 
recognizing that, much like modern territorial limits, Maryland’s boundaries 
were of a fundamentally constitutional nature: Tey provided a crucial limit 
on governing authority. Tat such a limit was at all necessary was a function 
of Maryland’s peculiar constitutional order. 

* * * 

As an instrument of colonial government, at least in the mainland colonies, 
Maryland’s constitution followed the charter of Avalon, a colony in New-
foundland established by George Calvert on lands he purchased in 1620 from 
a bankrupted former Oxford friend, Sir William Vaughan. Because Calvert 
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would convert to Catholicism shortly before the actual colony was estab-
lished, Avalon was England’s frst colony founded by Catholics. In fact, this 
had very little impact on the colony’s charter, which Calvert received in 1623, 
before his conversion was public. For the most part, the Avalon colony would 
refect the general religious attitudes of the court of James Stuart. A colony 
established by Catholics, as far as the Crown was concerned, was far from a 
Catholic colony. 

Of much greater importance for the future Maryland colony was Ava-
lon’s form of government. Avalon was to be a feudal palatinate, the latter a 
term derived from the Latin adjective palatinus. According to one authority, 
the term signifed “a very close relation to the person of the sovereign.” In 
practice, what this meant was not so much political proximity as political 
authority: Te lord or earl-palatine would efectively possess powers over his 
feudal grant undiferentiated from those of the sovereign.10 He would have the 
authority to enforce law; he would appoint and oversee the courts; he would 
levy taxes; he would dictate ecclesiastical afairs; he would make law, in con-
sultation with his subjects; he would enfeof land, and he would otherwise 
govern and defend his fefdom. Tis palatinate model represented a sharp 
departure from earlier colonial charters. As commercial trading ventures, 
dependent on private capital, Maryland’s mainland predecessor colonies had 
been granted to limited-liability joint stock companies. With unitary owner-
ship, governance of the Avalon colony would also be efectively unitary—it 
would reside with the person of a vice-regal Sir George Calvert, Lord Bal-
timore. Tere would be no feuding board of directors or intriguing share-
holders to disrupt the work of governance. 

Te unitary propriety of a palatinate served aims consistent with ancient 
practice: rewarding a favorite with hereditary title to some portion of the 
realm. Tat a palatinate carried much greater constitutional autonomy than 
baronies or other common feudal conveyances had less to do with the politi-
cal signifcance of the bequest than with political geography. James I’s Privy 
Council began granting proprietary charters with a palatinate clause not 
because of the perceived value of the grant—to grant palatine rights, in addi-
tion to normal feudal rights in capite, whereby land tenure is exchanged for 
direct service to the sovereign, did not refect a judgment as to the value of 
the title. Instead, it refected a geopolitical strategy. England’s palatinate coun-
ties, Cheshire, Lancashire, and the oldest of them, Durham, were all in the 
north of the country, far from the seat of monarchical authority. Te Bishop 
of Durham, the ruler of that county-palatinate, had much broader powers to 
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assemble armies and organize military action than did other feudal lords, and 
this proved vital in mobilizing defenses against Scottish invaders. In defer-
ence to geographic reality, in other words, the palatinate originated as a means 
of maintaining control in regions far beyond the reach of ordinary institu-
tions of governance. In exchange for policing English borders, the Bishops 
of Durham could expect general immunity from royal writs and other proc-
lamations; lawmaking was lef to the bishops and their courts. Similarly, the 
bishops related to the king through diplomatic channels and the palatinate 
had no representation in Parliament. As one historian of the Durham Palati-
nate has observed, until reforms began in the sixteenth century, “the position 
of the palatinate of Durham in the legal machinery of the [English] kingdom 
. . . may well be compared to the status of a dependent foreign country.”11 

In the 1620s, the pressing need was to preserve order in England’s expand-
ing colonial periphery—a mandate made all the more urgent by the slaughter 
that enveloped Virginia in 1622. But the Avalon colony would never have the 
chance to establish the palatinate as a viable mechanism to do for the colonial 
periphery what it had been intended to do for the medieval English periph-
ery. Afer less than a decade, the frigid colony had been able to attract only 
about a hundred English and Irish settlers, few of whom found much more 
than deprivation and illness. 

For George Calvert, the fact that Avalon attracted only a few Catho-
lics—mostly wealthy associates of the Calverts—was justifcation enough to 
consider the venture a failure. In 1629, Lord Baltimore and his family lef 
Ferryland, the Calvert family seat at Avalon, and relocated to Virginia. With 
the collapse of the Virginia Company in 1624, local ofcials now served at the 
pleasure of King Charles I, who had succeeded his father and Calvert’s patron 
afer James I’s death in March 1625. Although happy for such an esteemed 
courtier as Lord Baltimore to bring paying tenants and capital to bolster the 
growing tobacco trade, Virginians, who now included a powerful Puritan 
faction, were less happy about the presence of an infuential Catholic. Calvert 
might have allayed the Virginians’ concerns, but he refused to take requisite 
oaths of allegiance and supremacy.12 

With little hope for a cross-confessional political alliance in England’s 
Chesapeake colony, Calvert abandoned plans for a Virginian Avalon and 
returned to England. He would now spend the fnal two years of his life on 
the design for a new Avalon, one that avoided both the climatic constraints of 
Newfoundland and the religious ones of the king’s existing colonies. Because 
of his loyalty to the king’s late father, Calvert remained a royal favorite and 
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worthy agent of the Stuart realm’s American expansion. With the help of 
friends on the Privy Council, Calvert petitioned to establish a colony south 
of the James River, and the petition was nearly approved before word reached 
former directors of the Virginia Company. Although the Crown had revoked 
the company’s charter, former shareholders expected to retain control of the 
company’s land claims. Because it meant parceling up portions of Virginia’s 
original grant, Virginia Company partisans argued that Calvert’s proposed 
colony was a violation of their property rights.13 

It is a measure of how arcane and improvised the legal apparatus of 
English colony building was (and of how poorly understood the revocation 
of colonial or any other charters remains) that such a claim had any validity at 
all. Te Crown had revoked the Virginia Company’s charter; but the former 
holders of that charter argued that the property rights it conferred were efec-
tively unchanged. In revoking the charter the only thing the king had done, 
according to this logic, was afrm his authority to govern his dominions. 
Investors still controlled the land, at least as stipulated by the colony’s found-
ing documents, and a grant to Calvert on lands so close to the company’s 
original settlements clearly violated land titles of former Virginia Company 
proprietors. Te idea that the Crown was prepared to disburse former Vir-
ginia Company lands to another colonizer was all the more alarming when 
that colonizer was a Catholic who had already refused to subscribe to Virgin-
ia’s standing legal order. 

Rather than settle the question of whether ownership by a joint-stock 
company carried the sorts of property rights associated with feudal land con-
veyance, whatever the status of an originating patent, the Crown accepted 
the opposition argument and proposed to Calvert a new location, this one in 
Virginia’s northern reaches. Here, it seemed, there was less danger of intrud-
ing on the former Virginia Company claims, but a northern location would 
also accomplish a pressing new strategic end, namely establishing a bufer 
between Virginia and an avaricious and expansive New Netherland, now 
extending its trading activities south into the Delaware River Valley.14 

* * * 

George Calvert died on April 15, 1632, at the age of ffy-two, two months 
before the Maryland charter received its fnal royal seal. Te charter would 
be granted to Calvert’s eldest son, Cecil, the second Baron Baltimore, and it 
would look very much like that awarded George for an earlier Calvert-family 
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venture. Like Avalon, Maryland was to be a palatinate. Regarding civil and 
ecclesiastical afairs in the new colony, Lord Baltimore and his heirs would 
enjoy the same “Rights, Jurisdictions, Privileges, Prerogatives, Royalties, 
Liberties, Immunities, and Royal Rights, and temporal Franchises whatso-
ever . . . to be had, exercised, used, and enjoyed, as any Bishop of Durham, 
within the Bishopric or County Palatine of Durham, in our Kingdom of 
England, ever heretofore.” Cecil Calvert would have sweeping powers not 
only over the government of his new colony but also, much like the Bishops 
of Durham, over the ecclesiastical afairs of his colony. In fact, he would have 
far more control—at least in theory—than the seventeenth-century Bishops 
of Durham had. Afer 1536, King Henry VIII had constrained the judicial 
autonomy of the Durham bishops, and by the end of the century royal mag-
istrates had assumed control of the palatinate’s courts. In Maryland, Lord 
Baltimore and his heirs would be empowered “by judges by them delegated, 
to award Process, hold Pleas, and determine in those Courts, Preaetorian 
Judicatories (equity courts), and Tribunals, in all Actions, Suits, Causes, 
and Matters whatsoever, as well Criminal as Personal, Real and Mixed, and 
Praetorian.”15 

Cecil Calvert had more power than the seventeenth-century Bishops of 
Durham in another respect as well. Teirs was an elective ofce. Te Mary-
land charter lef no doubt that this palatinate would carry conventional feu-
dal tenure: “Whereas our well beloved and right trusty Subject Caecilius 
Calvert, Baron of Baltimore . . . Son and Heir of George Calvert, Knight, late 
Baron of Baltimore . . . treading in the steps of his father, being animated 
with a laudable, and pious Zeal for extending the Christian Religion, and also 
the Territories of our Empire . . . with some certain Privileges, and Jurisdic-
tion, appertaining unto the wholesome Government, and State of his Colony 
and Region aforesaid, may by our Royal Highness be given, granted and con-
frmed unto him, and his Heirs.”16 

Whatever the precise political origins of the palatinate colony, the politi-
cal consequences of a chartered entity enjoying such extensive constitutional 
autonomy were far-reaching. For Virginians and their London advocates, the 
fact that the Calvert family had such sweeping powers only made the Mary-
land colony that much more threatening. Te frst Lord Baltimore had already 
proven reluctant to disavow any papal allegiance, and now the second Lord 
Baltimore was being granted a minor kingdom in lands nominally claimed 
by Virginia. Able to conduct his own diplomacy and warfare, Lord Baltimore 
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could ally his colony with his father’s old (and mostly alleged) Spanish-
Catholic friends or perhaps even build direct ties to Rome. In a more basic 
sense, there was no constitutional clarity whatsoever about the palatinate’s 
powers relative to other colonies. Should Virginia and Maryland come to 
dispute their respective jurisdictions, for example, the terms of the palatinate 
suggested that Maryland would negotiate as a quasi-independent state while 
Virginia, now a royal colony, would have to defer to royal authority. For Vir-
ginia’s partisans, this presented a near-hopeless political predicament, given 
the king’s widely assumed Catholic sympathies and his continued support for 
the Calvert family. 

In defense of their putative claims, former directors of the Virginia Com-
pany railed against a Catholic Maryland. Te well-connected supporters of 
the company knew full well that popular anti-Catholicism retained much 
political potency. In aligning themselves with Puritan opponents of the Stu-
arts’ tolerance, they hoped to pressure the king and his ministers to restore 
the Virginia Company charter. A rechartered anti-Catholic Virginia Com-
pany, they seem to have believed, would be a price the king would pay to 
quiet critics of the Maryland venture. But the Virginia partisans were wrong. 
Charles and his ministers never restored Virginia’s charter but neither did 
they ignore partisan hostility to Maryland.17 

* * * 

Te true novelty of the Maryland charter lay not in the powers it aforded its 
proprietors but in the limits it imposed on those powers—limits in the form 
of lineal boundaries. Te contrast with the early joint-stock colonial charters 
is instructive.18 

According to the frst Virginia Company charter (which efectively estab-
lished two joint-stock entities, the London Company, which controlled a 
southern portion of Virginia, and the Plymouth Company, granted control of 
a northern portion that would become New England), the London Company 
was entitled to establish “a Plantation and Habitation in some ft and conve-
nient Place” between thirty-four and forty-one degrees of latitude. Te com-
pany’s plantation could be situated anywhere along the coast between those 
lines of latitude or “on the islands thereunto adjacent, or within one hundred 
miles of the coast thereof.” Any additional claims would be a function of the 
frst settlement. Much like a medieval fortress town or a walled city-state, that 
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initial settlement’s territorial control would radiate outward, ffy miles north 
and south along the coasts and one hundred miles inland. Two subsequent 
charters expanded the company’s legal claim to two hundred coastal miles 
north and south. 

Virginia would encompass “all those lands, countries, or territories situ-
ate, lying, and being in that part of America called Virginia, from the point of 
land called Cape or Point Comfort [at the mouth of the James River] all along 
the sea coast to the southward two hundred miles, and all that space and 
circuit of land lying from the sea coast of the precinct aforesaid up into the 
land throughout from sea to sea west and northwest.”19 Neither the southern 
Virginia colony nor any northern counterpart would, in efect, be bounded 
grants. Any limits on the colonies’ respective claims would be a function of 
initial settlement and subsequent conquest. From the frst outposts, there 
would be a rough extension of some sort of jurisdiction for some two hun-
dred coastal miles, including any territory “not now actually possessed by any 
Christian Prince or People.”20 But beyond these terms, the Crown made no 
efort to create anything that could be mistaken for frm, territorial bound-
aries. Te original colonies would have infuence over hinterlands and fron-
tiers, but nothing that suggested a bounded, spatial estate.21 

In its eforts to appease Virginia Company partisans and their Puri-
tan allies, the lawyers of the Chancery took a very diferent tack with the 
Maryland charter. Lord Baltimore and his heirs would have title to a tract 
as clearly defned as seventeenth-century cartographic technology aforded. 
Maryland would include what is now known as the Delmarva Peninsula, 
excluding its southern tip, which would remain in Virginia, afording the lat-
ter control of the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. Tat section of Eastern Shore 
Virginia would be separated from Maryland by a lineal boundary running 
from Watkins Point on the west, due east to the Atlantic coast. Maryland’s 
northern boundary, and the one that would eventually be a point of bitter and 
prolonged contestation with William Penn and his heirs, would begin “unto 
that part of the Bay of Delaware . . . which lieth under the Fortieth degree 
of North Latitude . . . where New England is terminated” and would follow 
a direct westward line to a “true meridian” intersecting the “frst Fountain 
of the River of Pattowmack.” From that point, the colony’s boundary would 
form a southward, lineal boundary and then travel along the Potomac’s far 
bank to “a certain place . . . where [the river] disembogues into the aforesaid 
Bay of Chesapeake, and thence by the shortest Line unto the aforesaid Prom-
ontory of Place, called Watkin’s Point.”22 



 

 

  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

  
 

29 Toward a Prehistory of Territory 

In the history of English colony building, the Maryland charter was 
momentous. It represents the frst time the Crown authorized extensive lin-
eal, territorial limits on a portion of its American claims. It also marks the 
beginning of a cartographic and political process that would ultimately make 
eastern North America the birthplace of one of settler colonialism’s most 
familiar features: its reliance on arbitrary geometric boundaries, imposed 
by distant authorities in deference to political imperatives far removed from 
colonized lands. In some ways this pattern suggests growing sophistication: 
from boundaries defned by the organic expansion of fortress-like outposts, 
England’s colonies came to have lineal boundaries, facilitated by improve-
ments in cartographic knowledge. But progress would be the wrong frame 
through which to view Maryland’s boundaries. Maryland was, at base a feu-
dal conveyance. It represented a monarch’s eforts to reward a favorite while 
serving some larger geopolitical aim. In this way, it difered little from the 
palatinates of the middle ages or really any other form of feudal estate. What 
made the Maryland palatinate distinct was the Crown’s eforts to forestall ter-
ritorial confict by imposing clear jurisdictional limits. 

* * * 

Understanding his colony’s jurisdiction as a function of carefully articulated 
territorial boundaries, the second Lord Baltimore interpreted his own pow-
ers accordingly. Territorial control, as articulated in the Maryland charter, 
was essentially absolute within the bounds of Maryland. Native peoples and 
Europeans who happened to reside in the Maryland grant would, accord-
ingly, become subjects of their new Lord Baltimore. But, of course, political 
authority is not so readily fungible—as Hobbes recognized. Insofar as the 
early Chesapeake was a place of nastiness, brutishness, and shortness of life, it 
was so in no small measure precisely for this reason. A bounded palatinate in 
a geopolitical order populated by Native nations and European colonies was 
akin to a Protestant city-state among Catholic kingdoms, or a republic sur-
rounded by monarchies. Without a common state system, a bounded palati-
nate among unbounded Native nations and European colonies was, as Hobbes 
would surely have recognized, destined for perpetual, internecine confict. 
Within a very short time afer the settlement of St. Mary’s City, Maryland’s 
frst and, in some ways, most damaging jurisdictional crisis began. Te cri-
sis centered on the Kent Island fur-trading factory controlled by a Virginian 
named William Claiborne. 



 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

30 Ways to Think About Borders 

Claiborne was a Cambridge graduate with Puritan leanings who had 
migrated to Virginia in 1621. Like many of Virginia’s early settlers, he was not 
the kind to take up axe and hoe and face the hard work of carving an agri-
cultural settlement from the Virginia countryside. His parents were of mid-
dling status but with his Cambridge education, Claiborne clearly expected to 
achieve a higher social rank. He was initially employed as the Virginia Com-
pany’s chief land surveyor, a lucrative post, but not lucrative enough to place 
him among the colony’s emerging planter elite. For that, Claiborne would need 
political ofce, something that came to him afer the 1622 Powhatan Rebellion. 
As member of a faction favoring royal governance for the colony, Claiborne 
was rewarded with an appointment to the Governor’s Council, a position he 
retained afer 1624, the year the Crown assumed control of the colony. Among 
the benefts of council membership was access to the colony’s Indian trade. No 
single member of the Governor’s Council exploited this commercial advantage 
more efectively than Claiborne. 

In 1630, just afer the frst Lord Baltimore had visited Virginia, Claiborne 
found partners in London whose investments allowed him to expand his 
stake in the northern Chesapeake Indian trade. By the time Lord Baltimore’s 
colonists had settled on the banks of the St. Mary’s River, Claiborne had estab-
lished his factory on Kent Island, a Chesapeake outcropping near present-
day Annapolis. From this outpost, which Claiborne had acquired from the 
Susquehannock Indians, his agents were able to dominate the Indian trade of 
the northern Chesapeake.23 

Given Claiborne’s Puritan sympathies, it is not surprising that Lord Bal-
timore identifed him as a serious security threat. It was, afer all, unlikely 
that a Puritan would accede to Catholic rule. Similarly, Claiborne’s business 
interests rested on a trading alliance with the Susquehannocks, the domi-
nant Native group in Maryland’s far north. As long as this was the case—that 
the region’s most powerful Native group was allied with Virginians and that 
those Virginians had little reason to embrace the authority of a new Catho-
lic proprietor—Cecil Calvert could claim no real territorial integrity for his 
colony. Te far north remained, in efect, part of Virginia. Te second Lord 
Baltimore complained about the matter to Claiborne’s London partners, to 
little efect. Maryland’s government at St. Mary’s City, meanwhile, minuscule 
and largely powerless, did its best to ignore the Kent Island outpost. 

Te continued expansion of Dutch colonial activities south from Manhat-
tan Island along the Delaware River (which the Dutch called the South River) 
brought an infusion of wampum, frearms, textiles, and other European trade 
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goods to Maryland’s far north. Te Susquehannocks had attempted to cap-
italize on this new Dutch trade, sending emissaries to Manhattan in 1626 
to negotiate a trading alliance. Fortunately for Lord Baltimore, the alliance 
was never secured. Dutch traders chose instead to trade primarily with the 
Lenape of the lower Delaware and the Eastern Iroquois, or Mohawks, initiat-
ing what would be a decade of mercantile rivalry among these Native groups. 
Instead of a powerful Indian nation allied with England’s Dutch rivals, Mary-
land’s northern neighbor was thus a powerful Indian nation dependent largely 
on English trade, although dependency is not an entirely accurate characteri-
zation of Susquehannock trading relations. Despite struggles with their neigh-
bors, the Susquehannocks, from their settlements near present-day Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania, exerted immense power over the mid-Atlantic fur trade, mostly 
by controlling the movement of beaver pelts acquired from Huron allies in the 
Great Lakes. Advantageous as this trade was for the Susquehannocks, Dutch 
trade, particularly with the Lenape to the east, meant increased pressure on 
fur supplies throughout the Native northeast, a circumstance that only exac-
erbated Native trade rivalries. By the late 1620s, this competition for furs had 
ignited a decade-long war between the Susquehannocks and the Lenape.24 

Although founded as a fur-trading outpost, like most such outposts, the 
Kent Island factory was actually a fairly diverse economic enterprise. Its res-
idents engaged in a variety of agricultural pursuits, including tobacco pro-
duction, dairy farming, and cattle ranching—the latter proving particularly 
well-served by the factory’s island location. Natural and human predators 
were mostly nonexistent. By 1637, there were somewhere near 150 head of 
cattle on the island. As a political entity, Kent Island was unambiguously 
Virginian—the islanders sent a representative to the Virginia House of Bur-
gesses. As prescribed in its original charter, the Virginia colony was less a 
contiguous territory than a sort of inland archipelago composed of distinct 
plantations, engaged in trade and agriculture under the auspices of a single 
governing authority. Now that archipelago stretched across contiguous ter-
ritory claimed by the second Lord Baltimore. As James Rice has written, 
the Kent Island factory is thus best viewed as “a thriving colony within a 
colony.”25 

By the time the Maryland colony was established, in sum, Claiborne had 
built a thriving Virginia outpost in the upper Chesapeake, secured by a trad-
ing alliance with the region’s dominant Native nation. Whatever legal dis-
pensations Lord Baltimore enjoyed, whatever the intentions of the English 
Crown, the reality was that the most powerful European geopolitical entity 
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between Virginia and New Netherlands was not the colony of Maryland, but 
the Kent Island factory of Claiborne and his English partners. Te crucial 
qualifer here is “European.” Powerful as Claiborne and his London partners 
may have been, the reality was that their power depended on Native allies. 
Perhaps, then, the best way to characterize the geopolitical entity that domi-
nated the northern Chesapeake in the early 1630s is as a fur-trading network 
consisting of Susquehannock Indians and English factors associated with 
William Claiborne’s Kent Island factory. 

* * * 

Tat Maryland’s proprietor ever thought his colony could free itself of Clai-
borne was mostly owing to Claiborne’s London business partners. Afer eight 
years, they saw modest returns, but at a steep political price. Teir North 
American agent’s refusal to recognize the second Lord Baltimore’s authority 
had infuriated a close Stuart ally and emboldened Virginia’s fractious Puri-
tan faction. When approached by Lord Baltimore about Claiborne’s expan-
sive Kent Island presence, the London partners ultimately reversed course, 
and in 1638 Maryland authorities were able to evict Claiborne. But an end to 
the Kent Island fur-trade factory was far from an end to the Claiborne prob-
lem. Claiborne moved his traders to Palmer’s Island, now known as Gar-
rett Island, at the mouth of the Susquehanna River. Again, Lord Baltimore 
protested and ultimately Maryland’s militia, reinforced by Potomac Indian 
allies, seized Claiborne’s Susquehanna outpost. Tese actions obviously infu-
riated Claiborne but now the greater threat to Maryland were Claiborne’s 
Native trading partners. Seeking access to Dutch trade, the Susquehannocks 
had forged a peace with their old Lenape enemies, efectively replacing one 
European trading alliance with another.26 

Claiborne’s absence, in sum, changed very little for Lord Baltimore. 
Maryland’s northern borderlands were still controlled by Native groups and 
European traders overwhelmingly hostile to Lord Baltimore’s great Ameri-
can experiment. Te Maryland palatinate, however clearly defned in space 
and however unitary its putative palatinate powers, faced problems much like 
those of its neighbor colony to the south. If on a map (although no such map 
would exist for decades) Maryland suggested sharply bounded territory, in 
geopolitical reality it functioned as all of England’s colonies did—a collection 
of far-fung legal claims and mercantile alliances with little territorial or juris-
dictional clarity. 
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It is signifcant that Claiborne’s Kent Island factory occupied an island 
and that its successes were in no small measure a function of its island cir-
cumstances. In some ways, we might say that Hobbes’s ideal of territorial sov-
ereignty is applicable above all to island polities. As long as the shoreline is 
contiguous with sovereignty, islands present a much simpler answer to the 
question of territory. From Tomas More’s Utopia to Shakespeare’s Te Tem-
pest and Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, the island stands as the ideal setting for the 
polity of fantasy, precisely because it solves the problem of territorial sover-
eignty. Tere is no question of boundaries or frontiers, leaving rulers unchal-
lenged in their benignity or their tyranny. As Lauren Benton has written, 
“as naturally bounded spaces that could be thoroughly discovered and sur-
veyed, islands seemed by their very nature to simplify the processes of tak-
ing possession and making dominion transparent.”27 Tey seemed, in other 
words, utopian precisely because they made possible the fantasy of total and 
complete contiguousness of authority and spatial limits. Land-bound colo-
nies presented precisely the opposite problem. Territorial sovereignty would 
never be more than a political fction for England’s mainland colonies. 

* * * 

Hobbes, it seems, understood geopolitical reality much better than the Privy 
Counsellors and Chancery lawyers responsible for Maryland’s charter. Sov-
ereignty, even a layered, composite, colonial sovereignty, was unlikely to be 
territorial in any modern, spatial sense. It would remain, throughout the 
colonial era, a matter of persons and produce and although the Lords of 
Trade would employ lineal boundaries in limiting the jurisdiction of future 
colonial governments, those boundaries would accomplish little. As a politi-
cal matter, regions adjoining colonial borders would look much more like 
transnational borderlands than nationalized and bordered lands. Nowhere 
would this be more true than along the borderlands separating Maryland 
from its future northern neighbor, Pennsylvania. Ultimately, the proprietors 
of the two colonies would turn to two English astronomers, Charles Mason 
and Jeremiah Dixon, to transform their common frontier from borderlands 
into bordered lands. But here too, as the struggles of a new American federal 
government would make clear, boundaries did little to resolve the jurisdic-
tional tensions inherent in federated empire. 

Hobbes would surely have anticipated the failure of Maryland’s northern 
boundary. Unable to translate constitutional principle into geopolitical reality, 
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Maryland’s northern borderlands descended into decades of ruthless confict 
that ofen bore hallmarks of Hobbes’s war of all against all. In considering 
the metaphoric virtues of Hobbes’s state of nature, historians of early Amer-
ica might thus shif their gaze from the Chesapeake to the region’s northern 
borderlands. Although violence pervaded the Chesapeake from very early in 
its colonial history, by the early eighteenth century the region had stabilized, 
its violence assuming a more institutionalized form. To the north, along the 
newly incorporated Maryland-Pennsylvania borderlands, that violence con-
tinued and, in fact, would intensify across most of the eighteenth century. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Things to Think With 

The Use of Borders on a Seventeenth-Century 
Map of New England 

Christian J. Koot 

Sometime in 1681 John Povey, who had just begun working as clerk to Wil-
liam Blathwayt, secretary of the Committee of Lords of Trade and Plantations, 
picked up a brush and painted the borders of seven colonies in watercolors on 
Robert Morden and William Berry’s A Map of New England New Yorke New 
Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia (ca. 1676) (Figure 2.1). At the same time either 
Povey or another individual in the Plantation Ofce adjusted the toponyms 
of Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Plymouth to conform to the new painted 
borders.1 One of the many maps the committee stored in a series of custom-
built “presses for papers, books and Maps” at their Scotland Yard ofce in 
London, this map is one of the most distinctive English maps of seventeenth-
century New England.2 Te Lords of Trade and Plantations were voracious 
map consumers in the late 1670s as they worked with Charles II and his min-
isters to understand, consolidate, and reform the expanding English empire.3 

During 1681 their focus was largely on New England as they mediated dis-
putes about Massachusetts’s borders, and this work likely provoked Povey to 
annotate the Morden and Berry map. While borders had become a common 
feature on engraved and printed maps by the middle of the seventeenth cen-
tury, this map’s watercolor borders are a rare trace of the usually ephemeral 
tactile process of colonial border-making at the highest level of government. 
Tat the Lords of Trade turned to printed maps as a key apparatus of empire 
is less novel. Scholars have long described how European architects of empire 
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relied on maps and the borders they represented to claim distant lands, chart 
colonial developments, and ultimately to bring empire into existence.4 What 
is so surprising about Povey’s embellishment of A Map of New England New 
Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia is that the borders he drew did not 
accurately represent the actual borders of the New England colonies. Te 
northern border of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, for example, is shown far 
below the Merrimack River, its true place, and the western borders of Con-
necticut, Massachusetts, and John Mason’s Province of New Hampshire are 
equally vague. What should we make of Povey’s lines? Tey did not represent 
Massachusetts’s claimed borders, they did not represent those the lords recog-
nized, nor were the map’s borders where they would eventually be placed. 
Instead Povey appears to have been marking the general location of the New 
England colonies’ borders. Tis imprecision suggests a more complicated 
understanding of the geographic space of early modern empire than scholars, 
even those who consider maps as “weapons of imperialism,” have previously 
assumed.5 Historians typically explain early modern English cartographic 
inaccuracies by pointing to the confuence of powerful Indigenous nations 
that restricted access to territory, poor cartographic instruments, rugged ter-
rain, and unskilled drafsmen and engravers. If boundaries could have been 
rendered precisely, these scholars’ narratives run, they would have been.6 Te 
Povey borders, however, suggest a diferent interpretation. Tey were gener-
alized rather than exact because that fuzziness opened the space for the Lords 
of Trade to reimagine the political organization of New England and advance 
the imperial goal of restraining Massachusetts. Imprecise borders were not 
mistakes but part of the plan. 

Focusing on the key moment in the seventeenth century when English 
state-builders were working to consolidate control of the growing empire 
afer the Restoration of Charles II, this essay traces the multiple, ofen con-
ficting ways imperial projectors formulated boundaries in cartographic 
images of English New England when they drew borders on maps. Most 
immediate to the colonial project, administrators and sovereigns used maps 
as legal claims to empire that worked alongside colonial charters and evi-
dence of occupation to solidify sovereignty over colonial places. English-
men also believed that maps created order in the colonial world by naming 
territories and geographic features and by representing the unfamiliar in 
familiar ways. As important as marking borders on maps was for claiming 
sovereignty and creating order, rulers, government bureaucrats, mapmak-
ers, and colonists did not consider the political borders rendered on maps 
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Figure 2.1. John Povey added the watercolored borders and captions to this map 
as clerk to William Blathwayt, Secretary of the Committee of Lords of Trade and 
Plantations, in 1681. Robert Morden and William Berry, A Map of New England 
New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia. London, ca. 1676. Blathwayt 
Atlas, Map #12. Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library, Providence, R.I. 

to be rigorous depictions of reality. Tis way of thinking about maps as sci-
entifc and rational instruments for state building whose authority rested on 
the accurate representation of space, the delimitation of boundaries, and the 
demarcation of those divisions on the landscape did not develop fully until 
the nineteenth century.7 

To be sure, seventeenth-century mapmakers relied on precise geographic 
data to render landscapes and to denote borders when possible, and mak-
ers and viewers employed the language of accuracy and precision when 
evaluating maps’ accomplishments. Te steady accumulation of geographic 
knowledge in the seventeenth century and the increased precision with which 
cartographers could represent it enabled European empires to rationalize 
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colonial space, to consolidate authority over colonial places and peoples, and 
to secure political boundaries.8 But to say that maps had the power to make 
empire does not mean early modern Englishmen intended the borderlines 
drawn on maps to represent reality precisely. As John Povey’s inexact lines 
on the Morden and Berry map suggest, English state-builders—including 
the high-ranking ofcials who made up the Committee of Trade and Plan-
tations—did not yet believe that lines on maps were immutable boundaries. 
Tis was especially true in the Americas where competing empires and the 
presence of Indigenous nations meant the Westphalian principles of sover-
eign territorial statehood were contested and frontiers changed frequently.9 

In these places imprecise boundaries on maps accommodated ever-changing 
ambitions and opened the theoretical space that enabled opportunistic impe-
rial state-builders to imagine (and thus create) new boundaries when needed. 
If we want to understand how conceptions of space shaped imperialism, we 
need to be more exact about how English authorities, maritime boosters, col-
onists, and—as others suggest—Indigenous Americans thought about the 
borders on maps in the seventeenth century and by extension the nature of 
borders themselves. Carefully examining the lines drawn on maps and the 
intentions behind them allows us to see imprecise and porous borders as 
intentional and even politically strategic. 

Mapping New England 

Let’s return to John Povey and his map of New England. What exactly was 
Povey thinking about in 1681 as he colored the borders of New England prov-
inces on Morden and Berry’s map? First, his choice of watercolors to annotate 
the map was not unusual. Watercolors were commonly used for map-coloring 
because their transparency meant that they would not obscure the printed 
lines beneath. Te medium was likely familiar to Povey. Adding watercolors 
to maps was a part of elite education and, as an important art manual frst 
published in 1676 noted, was also “an excellent recreation for those gentry, and 
others, who delight in the knowledge of maps.”10 Te map that Povey embel-
lished was one of a host of new maps published in London during the 1660s 
and 1670s. As map consciousness expanded along with the English empire, 
Londoners sought new cartographic representations. Increased demand cre-
ated new opportunities for mapmakers like Morden and Berry, who for the 
frst time were able to compete with Continental suppliers. Te copy of A Map 
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of New England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia that Povey col-
ored is one of at least forty-eight maps the Lords of Trade collected in this 
period and is now part of what is known as the Blathwyat Atlas, held at the 
John Carter Brown Library in Providence, Rhode Island. Te lords used this 
collection of both printed and manuscript maps at the Plantations Ofce in 
Whitehall during the 1670s and 1680s. Procured largely by Blathwayt from 
English as well as Continental suppliers, these maps—only a small part of 
that ofce’s extensive cartographic holdings—enabled the Lords of Trade to 
imagine the expanding English empire, to chart its progress, and to manage 
its afairs.11 Morden and Berry’s map was purchased at this critical moment as 
Charles II and his ministers worked to consolidate and reform the expanding 
empire.12 

Tere is much the Lords of Trade likely admired about A Map of New 
England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia. Te mapmakers pres-
ent an unbroken line of English settlement running from Virginia in the 
south to New Hampshire in the north and stretching as far west as the Appa-
lachian Mountains and Lake Ontario (see Figure 2.1). Tough recording the 
presence of Indigenous nations on the land—the Mohegan, the Raritan, and 
the Susquehannock among others—the map’s overriding efect is to indicate 
extensive English knowledge about the eastern seaboard. Buttressed by the 
confdence engendered by a large scale, graduated longitudinal and latitudi-
nal lines, and the precise placement of numerous rivers and towns all bearing 
English names, the map is a declaration of English control of its North Amer-
ican empire. 

It is still unknown exactly how and where Morden and Berry acquired 
their geographic information about New England, but their image marks a 
distinctive break from earlier maps of the region, many of which relied on 
Dutch surveys. Te most likely source was a combination of a manuscript 
map of unknown origins supplemented by the addition of places newly 
important to English audiences for their association with King Philip’s War 
(1675–78). Te map, for example, includes references to “Mounthope,” (the 
home of Pometacomet, or King Philip), “King Philip’s Country,” and “Spaw 
[Squaw] sachem” (the residence of Pometacomet’s sister-in-law Weetamoo, 
the important Pocasset saunkskwa and diplomat). Te inclusion of these 
places and the map’s 1676 publication date suggest that Morden and Berry 
hoped to appeal to Londoners reading about the confict in their newssheets. 
Tese references to King Philip’s War also reinforced the map’s accuracy as 
they testifed to the freshness of the map’s information. Te section depicting 
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the Chesapeake likewise breaks from earlier Dutch precedents and is based 
on the recently published Virginia and Maryland As it is Planted and Inhab-
ited this present Year 1670, which had been drawn by Augustine Herrman of 
Maryland and engraved by William Faithorne, which John Seller began to sell 
in London in 1674. Te only portion of the Morden and Berry map not based 
on recent English surveys is the section depicting New Jersey, which follows 
the well-known Dutch Jansson-Visscher map series supplemented with new 
information about English land grants. Published just two years afer the 
fnal return of New Netherland to the English, A Map of New England New 
Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia embodies the consolidated North 
American empire Charles II had pursued for a decade and a half.13 

In its depiction of North America as an English space the Morden and 
Berry map was a key component of English eforts to defend Charles II’s 
claim to authority over his colonial possessions against other empires. By 
the seventeenth century maps had become essential tools in articulating 
legal imperium—the sovereign claim to authority over a place—and domi-
nium—the authority to govern that place. It was not enough to simply dis-
cover a territory. Rather, to receive international recognition of sovereignty 
empires also had to demonstrate long and continuous occupation and rule. 
Maps were efective markers of what is ofen referred to as “occupation and 
prescription” because they clearly demonstrated that land was known, mea-
sured, and occupied; that the land was held by a specifc sovereign monarch 
whose presence was marked by symbols and nomenclature upon the map; 
and, when placed in a series of maps, that control was continual. Te speci-
fcity of geographic information presented on a map—the location of rivers, 
mountains, and towns—helped to reinforce its power as an object of posses-
sion because these details indicated command and control of the geographic 
space.14 A Map of New England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia 
served these functions by presenting the most up-to-date cartographic knowl-
edge of North America. 

Reinforcing the map’s cartographic claiming of the land is the map’s 
cartouche, a vignette of eight Native people in the lower right-hand corner. 
Comprising four distinct but overlapping scenes, the fgures—pictured bare-
chested and wearing animal-skin skirts—are shown fshing, hunting, butch-
ering deer, preparing hides, and packing generic bales for shipment. Drawn 
from stock representations of Native peoples common in European maps and 
prints—the fshing scene, for example, is based on Teodor de Bry’s engrav-
ings of John White’s Roanoke watercolors—the cartouche works with the 
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map to make North America comprehensible for English viewers. Among the 
most familiar depictions of Amerindians, De Bry’s images emphasized Native 
Americans’ exoticness, but the fgures’ frequent duplication across a variety 
of media meant that period viewers were so versant with these representa-
tions that they no longer stood for the real Algonquin-speaking people they 
initially depicted but instead became abstracted into the type of the “Indian.” 
Pictured here laboring to produce goods for European trade, the Amerindi-
ans’ inclusion on the map served to underline supposed English mastery of 
colonial peoples and enabled Englishmen to compare their supposed civility 
with Native Americans’ supposed savageness.15 Together the familiar carto-
graphic and iconographic modes of representation employed on A Map of 
New England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia allowed viewers to 
imagine themselves in control of English North America. 

So far this reading accords with the understanding of the map’s role as 
a political tool, but if the ca. 1676 Morden and Berry map was already so 
potent an instrument of empire, why did Povey feel the need to edit it? Te 
answer to this question lies in the timing of his act and the conversations 
underway in the Plantation Ofce in the 1670s and 1680s. John Povey became 
clerk there in 1680 and the seven New England colonies ceased to exist as 
depicted here when James II created the Dominion of New England in 1686. 
During these years the Lords of Trade engaged in a long-running and ofen 
acrimonious discussion about the Massachusetts Bay Colony and its place in 
the empire. Many in London were frustrated by the colony’s leaders’ constant 
infringement upon the territory of its English neighbors, their rejection of 
English political authority, and Massachusetts residents’ growing intercolo-
nial (and ofen illicit) trade, which critics argued was a drag on England’s 
own commerce. Te solution to all these problems, many in England began 
to argue, was the dissolution of the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s charter and 
the imposition of royal authority on the colony. As the Lords of Trade put it 
in 1681, perhaps the only way to bring “New England” to a “perfect settle-
ment” was to dispatch a “general governor” for the region to be maintained 
not at local expense but at the imperial government’s so as to make him 
responsive to imperial, not colonial, concerns. Tough no clear decision had 
yet been reached to withdraw Massachusetts’s charter when Povey added the 
borders to the Morden and Berry map, English administrators were begin-
ning to reconceptualize the political geography of New England. Ultimately 
that work was completed when James II, with the support of the Lords of 
Trade and their secretary William Blathwayt, established the Dominion of 
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New England in 1686. Tis new province was designed to consolidate met-
ropolitan control of New England by bringing the region under a unifed 
administration headed by a new royal governor.16 

The Borders of New England 

Drawn during this period of administrative reform and reconsideration of 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s charter, Povey’s imprecise borders can best 
be understood as part of Charles II and the Lords of Trade’s eforts to assert 
authority over the empire and more directly as a tool to restrain the leaders 
of the Bay Colony’s territorial ambitions. As numerous scholars have demon-
strated, the fght over the Massachusetts charter was wrapped up in broader 
imperial, legal, religious, and political concerns, but it also was a product of 
diferences in geography.17 A key part of tensions with the colony were varying 
interpretations of the colony’s geographic bounds as described in the Massa-
chusetts Bay Company’s 1629 charter and in subsequent charters for Rhode 
Island, Connecticut, and New York as well as preexisting land claims in what is 
now New Hampshire and Maine. Te details of these debates are complex and 
involve both Massachusetts’s northern and southern bounds, which were fxed 
in the charter as running from a point three miles south of the southernmost 
branch of the Charles River in the south and a point three miles north of the 
Merrimack River in the north.18 Te difculty in settling these borders was 
twofold. First, James I and the Council of New England (a company convened 
to oversee settlement in New England) had set down the geographic bounds of 
the New England colonies in textual charters and land grants that hinged on the 
interpretation of poorly understood geographic features. Tis decision meant 
that colonial companies, proprietors, and ofcials on the ground struggled to 
agree about where exactly these lines were. Massachusetts’ leaders exacerbated 
these conficts in every case by interpreting their charter in the broadest ways 
possible so as to justify their land grabs from neighboring colonies.19 

With the Restoration of Charles II in 1660 colonial governments weary of 
futile intercolonial negotiations brought their concerns to England. Te result 
was a series of lawsuits in English courts and appeals made to the Crown and 
Lords of Trade to restrain the ambitions of the leaders of Massachusetts Bay 
Colony. In 1662 two years of lobbying by agents for Connecticut, for example, 
resulted in a new charter for that colony that settled its northern border with 
Massachusetts in Connecticut’s favor.20 Te General Court of Massachusetts’s 
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hesitancy in proclaiming the new king in 1660 and Massachusetts’s Puri-
tan leadership put the colony in a difcult position in London. Te arrival 
of a royal commission to investigate the Bay Colony’s abuse of its authority, 
including its expansive territorial ambitions in 1664, brought these issues to 
a head. While the commission’s primary responsibilities were not geographic, 
much of their work was designed to rein in Massachusetts’s leaders’ exuberant 
land grabs including along its border with Rhode Island (the so-called Narra-
gansett Country or King’s Province) and its westward boundary (its charter 
extended this to the Pacifc Ocean). In addition, the commission investigated 
the situation in New Hampshire and Maine where Massachusetts authorities 
had ignored the land claims of Robert Mason and Ferdinando Gorges, both of 
whose grandfathers had been granted land between the Merrimack and Ken-
nebec rivers a half-century earlier. Here the commissioners reestablished royal 
control of the Maine lands, though they lef the decision about New Hamp-
shire to the Crown. Tese measures, however, did not fully resolve the bor-
der disputes, and the work of the commissioners stalled once they returned 
to England. Many of the most damning petitions and papers they collected 
against Massachusetts were (providentially to Massachusetts Puritans) lost, 
and Charles II’s administration was grappling with a variety of crises.21 

Te General Court of Massachusetts took advantage of waning pressure 
from the Crown and the commissioners’ departure to reassert their authority 
in Maine and New Hampshire. Tese actions combined with continued peti-
tioning from Mason and Gorges (they presented sixteen petitions in rapid 
succession) brought the issues of Massachusetts’s expansive border policy 
back to the attention of the Lords of Trade in the mid-1670s. When combined 
with Massachusetts’s authorities’ continued fouting of royal authority, vio-
lations of English trade law, and provoking of King Philip’s War the colony’s 
actions were enough for English ofcials to intervene in Massachusetts policy 
again. Tis time the lords sent agent Edward Randolph (cousin to Robert 
Mason) to Massachusetts to investigate and gave him the power to demand 
that the colony send agents to England to answer the king directly.22 Again the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony’s borders were not the central issue, but they were 
important enough that one of Randolph’s frst actions afer arriving in Boston 
on June 10, 1676, was to deliver Gorges and Mason’s petitions to the governor 
and council. To counter their critics the Massachusetts General Court dis-
patched maps of New England that defended their aggressive border claims 
with agents William Stoughton and Peter Bulkeley to make their case directly 
in London. Te Lords of Trade repeatedly held hearings to discuss Stoughton 
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and Bulkeley’s interpretation of Massachusetts’s boundaries before the Lords 
Chief Justices ruled that the Bay Colony had “no right to governe” the lands 
claimed by Gorges in 1677, and the Lords of Trade restored Mason’s lands 
and established the Province of New Hampshire in 1679. Tis action did not 
end matters, however, as the quarreling continued despite the lords’ actions. 
Massachusetts’s leaders tried to settle the confict in Maine by buying much 
of the disputed Maine territories from Gorges’s heirs, but the New Hamp-
shire lands remained in Mason’s hands. Meantime, the issue of the bounds of 
the Narragansett Country (or King’s Province), which had frst been settled 
by a royal boundary commission in 1665, arose again to occupy the lords’ 
attention when agents from Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and Connecticut 
resumed their eforts to gain control of the region. It is clear, therefore, that 
in 1681 when Povey likely annotated the Morden and Berry map the matter 
of the borders of the New England colonies remained unsettled, and these 
matters continued to crowd the Lords of Trade’s agenda.23 

For a map so focused on borders, one of the most curious aspects of this 
map is that Povey completely ignored New York. Recently wrested from the 
Dutch, this colony’s borders, especially those it shared with Connecticut, 
were also in dispute in the 1660s and 1670s. Tis omission highlights how 
imperial politics shaped Povey’s work. When established in 1662 Connecti-
cut’s charter, which had been issued under Lord Clarendon’s hand, awarded 
the colony a western border that terminated at the Pacifc, putting it in direct 
confict with Dutch New Netherland, which claimed a border with Connecti-
cut some twenty miles east of the Hudson River. England’s conquest of New 
Netherland two years later made this dispute less pressing, but the grant the 
Duke of York received complicated matters further as it placed New York’s 
new eastern border at the west bank of the Connecticut River. Local nego-
tiations between Richard Nicolls, governor of New York, and Connecticut 
governor John Winthrop Jr. settled the matter temporarily. However, because 
the agreement was not ratifed by the Crown and because it was based on 
disputed geographic features, this border too remained an almost constant 
feature of dispute on both sides of the Atlantic. In the 1670s these issues fared 
afer the brief reoccupation of New York by the Dutch in 1673. Te return 
of English rule necessitated a new charter for New York in 1674 that frmly 
placed New York’s eastern border at the Connecticut River. New York’s new 
governor, Edmund Andros, attempted to enforce this border, but the duke 
refused to raise the issue in London because he believed that he would be 
in a more advantageous position if he waited until the completion of the 
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investigations of the New England colonies, which had just begun. Before he 
could press his advantage, however, the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis 
intervened to sideline the Duke of York as James was forced out of London 
by the king. Between 1679 and 1682 he was only briefy in London, spend-
ing most of his time frst in Brussels and then in Edinburgh. Te political 
campaign against James, which had its origins among radical Whigs in the 
Parliament, tainted his reputation in court, and his physical absence lef him 
unable to use his infuence to secure the expansive borders that his grant gave 
New York. Tis political sidetracking of New York’s strongest voice likely 
explains why New York is missing from the 1681 annotations on the Morden 
and Berry map and why Povey, despite the Board of Trade’s Tory sympathies 
under Blathwayt’s leadership, didn’t mark its boundaries.24 

As a whole Povey’s lines constituted a thoughtful and direct response to 
Massachusetts’s violation of its neighbors’ borders. Given the extensive atten-
tion that border disputes within and between the New England colonies gen-
erated locally and in London, the Lords of Trade and John Povey’s lack of 
fdelity to the charter borders in his map in 1681 cannot be understood as 
accidental or sloppy. Instead the new borders Povey drew on the Morden and 
Berry map were a clear assertion of power—by the Lords of Trade, not Mas-
sachusetts’s rulers—to set colonial boundaries. Te generalized watercolor, 
rather than ink, borders helped to detach each of the New England colonies’ 
boundaries from those that their charters articulated. And in their capricious 
placement Povey and the lords suggested disdain for the colony’s punctili-
ousness. Te use of the sobriquet “Boston Colony” for Massachusetts on the 
hand-lettered key to the painted borders on the one hand could refect the 
infated way that many in that city saw their importance to the wider col-
ony. On the other hand, given the lords’ frustration with Massachusetts in the 
1670s the term more likely subtly mocks the territorial ambitions of what was 
still a small city.25 Povey’s hand-colored borders are not the only editing that 
was performed on A Map of New England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land 
& Virginia at the Plantation Ofce. Someone also scrawled out the parts of the 
toponyms of “Connecticut Colony,” “Massachusetts Colony,” and “Plymouth 
Colony” that extend beyond the bounds of those colonies and reinked them 
in new locations while adding “Te Province of New Hampshire” as well (see 
Figure 2.1). Te map’s watercolor lines and inked corrections showed active 
engagement with the framing of New England policy in action. 

As Povey painted in new borders and altered the map’s toponyms he was 
participating in the ongoing process of creating borders. Once unmoored 
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from the claims and counterclaims of colonial governments and proprietors 
the borders of the New England colonies could be redrawn and reframed. 
Te Povey annotated map, in other words, helped accomplish the ideological 
work of reimagining New England’s political geography. His alterations indi-
cate that the lords would not be bound by past charters and colonial claims; 
it would be they and the Crown who determined the empire’s shape. Amend-
ing the map in these two ways, even if it benefted metropolitan policy, was 
risky because the action called into question the power of maps themselves. 
If printed maps could be so casually altered, did they have the authority they 
claimed?26 Te Lords of Trade’s reimagining of the political geography of 
New England was a potentially destabilizing act in that it undermined the 
authority of the map’s political assertions and by extension the king and 
empire it proclaimed as sovereign. In this case, though, as the lords labored to 
remake the Stuart empire, the risky act of redrawing New England’s borders 
aforded them an irresistible opportunity to reassert metropolitan authority. 
Te lords judged gaining greater control over New England worth the risk. 

Imagining New England 

Te efort to reframe New England’s geography in the 1670s and 1680s 
extended beyond the Plantation Ofce. At the same time that the lords were 
discussing the future of the Massachusetts charter, a rush of maps went on 
sale in London’s shops that represented the colonies of New England in inno-
vative ways. Te name “New England” was frst used to identify the English 
possessions between New Netherland and New France on John Smith’s map 
New England, Te most remarqueable parts (1616). Soon it had become the 
standard term used for the region on European maps. But before the late 
1670s it was unusual for these maps to mark out New England as a distinct 
political space. Rather, most maps, even if employing “New England” in the 
title or using the term as a toponym on the map itself, displayed the political 
borders and names of individual colonies as well. Tis convention is clear 
in the most famous map of seventeenth-century New England, the so-called 
Hubbard A Map of New-England (1677) (see Figure 2.2). Long celebrated 
as the frst map to be printed in British North America, this woodcut map 
accompanied William Hubbard’s history of King Philip’s War, A Narrative of 
the Troubles with the Indians (Boston, 1677). Re-cut and printed in London 
to accompany the version of Hubbard’s pamphlet printed there, Te Present 



 

 

  
  

 

 

50 Ways to Think About Borders 

Figure 2.2. Drawn by William Hubbard, this map is the first to be produced in 
North America. Though titled as a “Map of New-England” its framing empha-
sizes Massachusetts’s borders as standing for those of New England and indi-
cates that in locals’ minds no such place as “New England” yet existed. [John 
Foster], A Map of New-England, Being the first that ever was here cut. London, 
1677. Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library, Providence, R.I. 

State of New-England (1677), the map circulated widely on both sides of the 
Atlantic and fundamentally shaped English understanding of the region’s 
geography.27 Tis image is labeled “A Map of New-England” but the map’s 
framing of land and use of borders belies that title. Indeed, it is a map of Mas-
sachusetts. Among the thickest and darkest marks on the map are the two 
parallel lines that represent the northern and southern bounds of the Mas-
sachusetts Bay Colony according to its charter. Tis rendering of Massachu-
setts follows a manuscript map created by Bostonian William Reed in 1665 in 
response to a demand from Charles II that Massachusetts furnish “a mapp or 
draught . . . made with all exactness possible” so that the Crown could “well 
understand” the colony’s “bounds . . . in discoursing of them.”28 Tough the 
Reed map was lost at sea, a copy of it ultimately reached the Lords of Trade 
where it sparked anger because it placed Massachusetts’s border so far north 
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as to claim the coastal settlements of New Hampshire and Maine.29 Te Hub-
bard map’s use of the distinctive Reed borders isolates Massachusetts from 
the rest of its neighbors and advances the Bay Colony’s highly localized and 
politicized understanding of its geography. Residents’ cartographic claim for 
an expansive Massachusetts works against the map’s title, which presents a 
map of “New England.” Te darkly pictured borders focus the viewer’s atten-
tion on the map’s central panel, an efect enhanced by the map’s orienta-
tion—with west to the top—and the darkly printed Connecticut River. In its 
representation of borders, its framing, and depiction of waterways this map 
makes clear that there was as yet no such political unit as “New England.”30 

Just a few years later, however, as the Lords of Trade debated the future of 
New England and two years before Povey remade Morden and Berry’s A Map 
of New England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia, several leading 
mapmakers with close ties to the Plantation Ofce and the Crown began to 
reimagine the region’s political geography and to present New England as 
a politically distinct geographic unit. In 1679 Morden and Berry published 
A Map of ye English Empire in ye Continent of America by Richard Daniels. 
Replicating the framing of the Jansson-Visscher series, this map is most 
notable for its equation of New England with Virginia, Maryland, Carolina, 
New York, and New Jersey in its cartouche. Placing New England—made up 
by a group of colonies—alongside individual colonies, Daniels encourages 
viewers to understand New England as a single colonial unit. Te map itself 
includes toponyms naming the individual New England colonies, but they 
are represented in a type far smaller than that used to denote New England 
and Virginia (though New Jersey and New York are rendered in the same 
size font as the New England colonies). Te version of this map held at the 
John Carter Brown Library goes even further to erase New England’s indi-
vidual political units.31 Tis copy includes hand-colored borders rendered in 
diferent colors as on the Povey map. Tese borders do not follow the bound-
aries of individual New England colonies, but rather combine New England 
and New York as one unit (as would the Dominion of New England) even as 
they represent Virginia and Maryland singularly. Te next year John Seller, 
one of London’s most prominent map publisher and sellers, brought out a 
map that even more assertively created a distinctive New England. Hydrog-
rapher to the King since 1671 and publisher of perhaps the most important 
cartographic achievement of the period, Te English Pilot, Seller was tied 
closely to the Stuart court.32 In 1680 Seller published a new atlas entitled 
Atlas Terrestris: or a collection of choice mapps of all the Empires, Monarchies, 
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Kingdoms, which included a map of eastern North America. A chart of the 
sea coasts of New-England, New-Jarsey, Virginia, Maryland and Carolina is 
derived from a number of diferent Seller maps and pictures the coastline in 
impressive detail.33 Most striking about the map, however, are the decorative 
coats of arms that ornament each colony. Heraldic symbols were common 
on seventeenth-century maps where they served to denote English propri-
etary control of territory. What is most notable about their use on this map 
is that like the 1679 Morden and Berry map New England is placed alongside 
Carolina, Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, and New York as a discrete politi-
cal unit. Te placement of the arms of Great Britain within New England 
reinforces Crown control over the region in the most direct way possible. 
Produced at a moment when Massachusetts’s charter was being questioned 
because of the colony’s challenges to royal authority, Seller’s imprinting of 
the chief symbol of the monarch’s sovereignty onto Massachusetts indicates 
that the colony’s legitimacy rests not with its dissenting past but with the 
monarch. Te distinctive local geographic imagination of Massachusetts that 
is so prominent on the Hubbard map has been subsumed by a metropolitan 
reimagining that erased that colony and replaced it with an imperially con-
trolled New England.34 

English policymakers’ shif toward imagining New England as a single 
political unit is apparent on a wide range of maps of the region published 
in the last two decades of the seventeenth century. Tough some English 
mapmakers continued to issue maps indicating the bounds of individual 
colonies, most cartographic images published in England in these years 
followed the shif toward representing New England as a single political 
unit even afer the collapse of the Dominion of New England in 1689.35 Tis 
trend is clear in the maps that represented the New England coastline that 
were included in John Tornton and William Fisher’s newly published Te 
English Pilot, Te Fourth Book (West-India) (London, 1689). Te English Pilot 
was the standard guide to sea navigation in the English empire and was 
reprinted with only occasional updates to its content until the 1790s.36 New 
England is depicted multiple times in a series of overlapping maps in Te 
English Pilot; each time it is shown as a discrete political entity alongside its 
neighboring colonies.37 Philip Lea’s North America divided into its III prin-
cipall parts (London, ca. 1685) shares the Tornton map’s depiction of New 
England.38 Tis map captures the colonies of the three European empires 
that claimed North America from the Caribbean to the Arctic and from 
the Atlantic coast to the Pacifc and makes little attempt to distinguish the 
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individual colonies of New England. Instead, the maker imprinted the label 
“New England” over them even as it more clearly lists each other English 
colony, including the closely packed West Indian territories. Povey’s 1681 
hand-drawn borders, then, appear to be an early iteration of a larger car-
tographic reimagination of New England’s political geography. As the lords 
debated revising Massachusetts’s charter in the 1670s and 1680s, Povey’s 
hand-inked borders created the metaphorical space to reframe the political 
organization of New England. 

Pinning Down Borders 

During the second half of the eighteenth century a new form of scientifc car-
tography began to emerge in Britain and much of western Europe that had 
more confdence in the accuracy of maps to capture the reality of geographic 
space. Tis new thinking intersected with the British government’s develop-
ment of more centralized, systematic, and uniform ways of managing the 
empire during and afer the Seven Years’ War. Te result was a series of British 
maps produced at mid-century that sought a more accurate representation of 
colonial borders to “impose order on a disordered colonial world,” especially 
in terms of clearly demarcating political authority.39 Te very title of Emanuel 
Bowen’s An accurate map of North America (London, 1755) stresses this new 
emphasis on precision. Te map’s text reinforces this message by explaining 
away any errors in the map as being a result of earlier cartographic and politi-
cal failures. “Te Limits of His Majestys several Provinces are here laid down 
as they at present exercise their Jurisdiction,” the map reads, but the borders 
between “Massachusets [sic] Province with New York, New York with new 
Jersey, Connecticut with New York, and Pensilvania [sic] with Maryland” not 
to mention “the Boundary of North & South Carolina . . . or of South Carolina 
& Gorgia [sic]” were not as accurate as they could be because they had “not yet 
[been] fnally determined.”40 Scholars have tended to echo Bowen’s complaint 
and have argued that the failure of seventeenth-century English maps to ren-
der borders accurately was a product not of ideology but of technology. And 
even when borders were mapped government was too weak to enforce them. 
Imprecise borders, many historians contend, were a product not of ideology 
but of technology.41 

What I hope to have shown here is that these borders remained impre-
cise in English perception and on English maps by design. As things to think 
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with rather than defnite, these borders could encompass and accommodate 
new imaginings of empire and allow actors at multiple levels—local, imperial, 
bureaucratic, royal, cartographer, and Native informant—to articulate bor-
ders. Tis fctionality of borders was not a bug or failure in the system but 
rather was vital for building an empire. Te Lords of Trade’s copy of A Map 
of New England New Yorke New Iersey Mary-Land & Virginia with Povey’s 
watercolor borders shows one example of how English state-builders used this 
fctionality to the empire’s advantage in the late 1670s and 1680s by exploiting 
it to help enforce their political control over New England. 
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25. For the argument that Bostonians saw their city as in effect Massachusetts and that 
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CHAPTER 3 

Lines on a Map 

Crafting and Contesting Borders in Guillaume Delisle’s 
and Herman Moll’s Early Eighteenth-Century 

Maps of North America 

Alex Zukas 

Two prominent eighteenth-century cartographers provide a rich archive for 
examining how early modern Europeans applied an understanding of carto-
graphically expressed political space to the landscape of a continent where 
such an epistemology was unknown and where it did not ft the political real-
ities on the ground.1 Herman Moll (ca. 1654–1732), a German engraver who 
immigrated to London in the late seventeenth century and became Geog-
rapher to King George I of Great Britain afer 1715, and Guillaume Delisle 
(1675–1726), who became First Geographer to King Louis XV of France in 
1718, were the foremost European mapmakers of the early eighteenth century.2 

Both were strong proponents and propagandists, respectively, of British and 
French imperial prerogatives. Teir maps foregrounded Britain’s and France’s 
foreign economic and political interests in an age of ferce imperial rival-
ries and sought to legitimize British and French territorial claims in North 
America in what became a “map war,” which Delisle initiated in 1703 and 
which lost steam afer Moll’s fnal cartographic response in 1720. Both Del-
isle and Moll engaged in what American studies scholar Rich Heyman terms 
“re-territorialization (that is, a reconfguring of territoriality),” an “attempt 
to territorialize what was already territorialized, namely native landscapes.”3 

Such reterritorialization frst involved deterritorialization, the elimination of 
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boundaries that signifed sovereign control cartographically, and focused on 
reterritorializing the land claims of their imperial adversaries. 

Borders on most seventeenth- and eighteenth-century colonial maps pro-
duced in Europe appeared as deceptively precise boundary lines “meant to 
establish clear-cut territorial jurisdiction and legal and political sovereignty 
confrmed cartographically.”4 Visualizing defnitive borders refected the 
wishes of an emerging cartographic public of politicians, lawyers, merchants, 
and intellectuals—Moll’s and Delisle’s customers—rather than the realities and 
actual limits of European state power in an Indigenous-colonial setting and 
the further reality that borders have never been “unchanging, uncontested, 
and unproblematic.”5 In contrast to assertions of political sovereignty coded 
cartographically by borders, interracial, interethnic, and interpolitical contact 
zones, what Samuel Truett in this volume calls “spaces of entanglement,” ofen 
occurred in what historians Colin Calloway, Claudio Saunt, and Juliana Barr 
call Native “homelands” and what historical anthropologist Robbie Ethridge 
calls “shatter zones” brought on by European and Indigenous rivalries.6 

Tis chapter will argue that, to support the expansive claims of their respec-
tive governments, Moll and Delisle defned and contested territorial space, 
boundaries, and border-making in North America in a number of crucial 
maps that focused on European claims to territorial sovereignty and the 
deterritorialization of Native realms as borderless regions, thereby coding 
such realms as cartographically and sovereignly open.7 However, for their 
colonies to be secure and prosperous, Britain, France, and even Spain needed 
to form and maintain alliances with the powerful Native nations that lived 
in or near territories that they claimed for their European sovereign. Tis 
political and economic reality made the boundaries engraved on maps of 
North America far more porous than they appeared, especially with outline 
coloring.8 It is worth noting in the context of European imperial confict that, 
in the early and mid-eighteenth century, independent Native Americans still 
had efective control of half of the Western Hemisphere and were a force to be 
considered in any imperial calculation. Consequently, they were not erased 
from these maps but how they appeared on them aligned with the colonial 
purposes and presence of the respective imperial power.9 In many respects 
both cartographers, and likely their readers and promoters, succumbed to 
the logical fallacy that maps produce territories, that maps permit territorial 
control, reproducing longstanding problems in the history and historiog-
raphy of cartography.10 A related issue concerns the idea of an anticipatory 
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geography that “served to frame colonial territories in the minds of states-
men and territorial speculators back in Europe. Maps were the frst step in 
the appropriation of territory.”11 

Both Delisle and Moll consciously developed the maps that are the subject 
of this chapter as symbolic resources to support the empire-building of their 
respective nations and weaponized them as part of an ongoing ideological 
struggle over colonial borders and European sovereignty in North America. 
Compiling and revising their partisan maps involved a recursive practice that 
was in a dialectical relationship with the lived world of physicality, politics, and 
political economy. French and British travelers, agents, and explorers culled 
and condensed the vast amount of information that they acquired daily in 
explorations of the physical world of North America in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries into memoires and reports that Delisle and Moll trans-
lated into cartographic representations. Tis translation was made easier by 
the fact that the men who compiled and wrote these reports were instructed to 
determine their geographic locations astronomically and to narrate their trav-
els with geographic-territorial ends in mind.12 Based on their respective French 
and British sources, Delisle’s and Moll’s cartographic representations circulated 
in European political and diplomatic arenas, and their “map wars” were bound 
up in complex ways with actual wars, highlighted the current political, eco-
nomic, and military struggles in North America, and expressed the expansion-
ist dreams of French and British leaders in the early eighteenth century.13All 
in all, contrary to poststructuralist claims, Delisle’s and Moll’s struggles show 
that, with all their border-making and terraqueous claims, maps on their own 
do not produce territory. 

Delisle’s Carte du Mexique et de la Floride (1703) 

In 1703 Delisle compiled information collected by French explorers, especially 
René-Robert Cavelier, sieur de la Salle, Pierre Le Moyne, sieur d’Iberville, and 
Pierre-Charles Le Sueur to publish a Map of Mexico and Florida and English 
Territories and the Islands of the Antilles.14 It was issued two years into the War 
of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714; Britain involved 1702–1713), known by 
the English in the North American theater as Queen Anne’s War and by the 
French as the Second Intercolonial War. Te map located the course and delta 
of the Mississippi River more accurately than previous maps, represented Del-
isle’s interpretation of the colonial claims of Spain and England (an emphasis 



 
 

   
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

63 Lines on a Map 

Figure 3.1. Guillaume Delisle, Carte du Mexique et de la Floride. Paris, 1703. Cour-
tesy, David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford Libraries. 

of its title), placed the western border of Spanish Florida at the Pecos and Rio 
Grande Rivers, and triggered a “map war” soon afer the War of the Spanish 
Succession ended. While the major pitched battles of the war occurred in west-
ern and central Europe and war in North America took the form of destruc-
tive, mostly hit-and-run raids by colonial militias and their more numerous 
Indigenous allies and privateers in the Caribbean and coastal Atlantic, the 
war’s underlying cause was the possibility that the Spanish monarchy and ter-
ritories could become merged with France’s monarchy and overseas territories. 
Tat is, while its ostensible cause involved dynastic issues, what led to war-
fare were imperial issues that entailed the disposition and composition of the 
Spanish empire in North America, the supply of slaves to that empire, and the 
borders of the Spanish, French, and British colonial claims there. In 1702, as 
the French were allied with the Spanish and positioned themselves to inter-
vene in the afairs of Spain’s empire, the Spanish Crown granted the French 
Guinea Company the Asiento, an exclusive contract to import enslaved Afri-
cans into Spain’s American colonies.15 As historian Phillippe R. Girard notes, 
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“French-British rivalries were nothing new, but a new development was the 
growing importance of imperial rivalries as a motive for going to war and [col-
onies] as a theater of operations.”16 

Delisle’s map was an early expression of the ofcial French position that the 
entire watershed of a river or lake in Indigenously settled lands was encom-
passed by the right of Christian, European “discovery,” which deterritorialized 
Native peoples.17 He applied this doctrine to reterritorialize the claims of all 
three colonial powers. For the French-allied Spanish, it meant that the borders 
of Spanish Florida extended as far as west, east, and north as the length of the 
rivers that drained into the Mississippi south of the Ohio River, thus creating a 
region that extended from the Ohio River to the Gulf of Mexico and included 
most of Texas and the southern plains, while English claims extended as far 
as west as the headwaters of rivers that drained from the Appalachians to the 
Atlantic. Te French based their claims to the region around the Great Lakes 
and the St. Lawrence River on the proclamation of Simon François Daumont, 
Sieur de St. Lusson (d. afer 1677), in 1671 that, having traversed the region 
from Montreal to Lake Superior by water, he took possession of Lakes Huron 
and Superior and “all other Countries, rivers, lakes and tributaries, contigu-
ous and adjacent thereunto, as well as discovered as to be discovered,” which 
included the Ohio River and upper reaches of the Mississippi River. St. Lusson’s 
extension of this doctrine to undiscovered lands of course made a mockery of 
its premise that discovery was necessary to legitimate a territorial claim.18 

Tis theory of de jure terraqueous colonial possession suited the French 
situation, which required travel by North American rivers and lakes and 
eliminated the need to actually traverse, occupy, or even “discover” terrain 
far away from river banks in order to claim it. Estimates of the European 
population in Canada in 1700 was 6,200 persons, not enough to make much 
of an impression on the landscape or “discover,” claim, or defend much of it.19 

Consequently, Delisle peppered the landscape of Florida, New Mexico, and 
New France’s northern Mississippi Valley with the French names of Indige-
nous peoples, whose labor power and military acumen were crucial to the de 
facto success (or defeat) of the French colonial enterprise, concentrating their 
names along or near rivers while indicating the existence of only three Native 
bands in the British colonies. He deterritorialized them by not drawing bor-
ders around any Indigenous names that would have signaled to his readers 
that they held inviolate sovereign territories protected against European 
territorial claims, including the Natchez, Choctaw, and Chickasaw whose 
settled way of life he indicated with teepee-like symbols, or the numerous 
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“wandering” people in what is now Texas. Delisle placed the Haudenosaunee 
(Iroquois) around the Finger Lakes, which he located within the borders of 
New France, and he gave no indication that they controlled territory fur-
ther west in the Ohio River valley. Te absence of borders around Indigenous 
names in the Delisle map conveyed de facto occupancy or presence, not the 
sense of Haudenosaunee dynamism or expansion that Charles Prior main-
tains concerning the Mitchell map he discusses in this volume. Te attentive 
map reader would notice, however, that Delisle indicated Haudenosaunee 
residence with the symbol for town that he used for European settlements, 
rather than the teepee symbol he used for other Indigenous peoples, subtly 
distinguishing them from other Native Americans. 

Te string of forts and outposts on his map highlighted the fact that French, 
British, Spanish, and Portuguese imperial holdings were “islands of occupa-
tion surrounded by a [Indigenous] sea of land”20 within “a networked nodal 
world of trade, diplomacy, dispossession, coercion, and cross-cultural mix-
ing and violence.”21 France’s nodal approach to spatial control was an imperial 
geography that relied both on control of strategic trading and military routes, 
rather than absolute control of large swaths of territory, and on negotiation 
with Native peoples to gain access to Indigenous trade networks and military 
resources.22 Delisle did show the “Route that the French take to get to Caro-
lina” from Illinois, which followed the Tennessee River from the Mississippi 
to the Appalachians. Much of the information on the map came from Native 
American sources transmitted by French missionaries’ and traders’ reports to 
the French state, which Delisle could access via his position at court and as a 
member of the French Royal Academy of Sciences who had direct contact with 
government ministers who requested specifc works from him.23 

To support French claims to Florida, Delisle’s map showed La Salle’s aban-
doned fort (“Fort François”) on Baye St. Louis (today Lavaca Bay in Texas), 
recently founded French forts in Mobile and Biloxi Bays, and an unnamed fort 
(Fort de La Boulaye) in the Mississippi River delta. Encoding all these features, 
including explicitly labeling the “Mouth of the Mississippi” River, gave carto-
graphic shape to La Salle’s idea in the early 1680s and Iberville’s from the early 
1700s that French control of the mouth of the Mississippi River would pro-
vide a suitable location for attacking Spanish provinces in northern Mexico 
and gaining control of its productive silver mines through an alliance with the 
Native peoples in the area who were indignant over their enslavement by the 
Spanish.24 Indeed, Delisle noted the location of numerous silver mines across 
the border in Mexico, perhaps to incentivize French adventurers to ally with 
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Native Americans who raided those provinces on a regular basis, implying 
that such a “paper border” was permeable, negotiable, and impermanent.25 In 
the context of a major inter-imperialist war, Delisle’s titular focus on Florida, 
Mexico, and the British colonies, and their prominent boundaries on the map, 
showed where future French colonial interest lay. 

Moll’s A New and Exact Map of the Dominions of the King 
of Great Britain on ye Continent of North America (1715) 

British elites, however, did not accept “discovery” or French riverine theory 
as a foundation for territorial claims. Tey maintained that in addition to let-
ters patent from the Crown, symbolic markers, formal declarations of British 
sovereignty, and occasional purchases of land from “those too powerful to 
displace by force of arms or who might have stronger claims to their lands 
in the eyes of the English,” physical settlement by (non-Indigenous) people 
and the establishment of permanent (non-Indigenous) settlements legiti-
mized a European claim to American territory, setting up a confrontation 
with France over their respective colonial borders.26 Tis argument played to 
Britain’s strength: English colonies had an estimated European and African 
population of 284,000 people in 1700 with 12,000 people alone in tiny South 
Carolina, where most of the place names had European derivation.27 

In 1715 Herman Moll published A New and Exact Map of the Domin-
ions of the King of Great Britain on ye Continent of North America as a direct 
response to Delisle’s 1703 map. Tis map expressed the vocal concerns of colo-
nial interests that France was confning Britain to the Atlantic littoral while 
setting up a vast empire in the interior of the continent for itself.28 In 1713, the 
Treaty of Utrecht ended the War of the Spanish Succession for Britain, but 
failed to defne the boundaries in the St. Lawrence region and between Car-
olina and Florida. Moll’s map fanned the dispute between France and Great 
Britain over the unsettled boundaries. Moll asserted a particular postwar 
reterritorialization on the map by provocatively extending New Scotland’s 
(present-day Maine, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia), New England’s, and 
New York’s borders to include French-claimed territories on the south bank 
of the St. Lawrence River, which the English had long coveted but not set-
tled. He did show how settled the region claimed by Britain was by naming 
numerous towns throughout New England, port cities along the coastline, 
and various inland counties. 



Figure 3.2. Herman Moll, A new and exact map of the dominions of the King of 
Great Britain on ye continent of North America. 5th state, London, 1731 (1715 
orig.). Courtesy, David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, 
Stanford Libraries. 
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One border did not show up on Moll’s map. While he indicated the loca-
tion of “Susquehannock, An Indian Fort,” which in French and Haudenos-
aunee understanding marked the western border of Pennsylvania, he drew 
no border there.29 Beyond the fort was the homeland of the Haudenosaunee, 
which Moll deterritorialized by placing it within the clearly engraved bor-
ders of Pennsylvania and Maryland, indicating that it lay within the bordered 
“Dominions of the King of Great Britain.” In the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries, European geographers were uncertain about the extent 
and location of the Haudenosaunee. A 1701 geography text, which Moll knew 
quite well and for which he engraved the maps, conveyed a generally negative 
and condescending attitude toward the Haudenosaunee that did not suggest 
any notion of sovereignty and stated that “Irocoisia, or Iroquois, [is] a Coun-
try, whose Situation is diferently express’d in several Maps.”30 

On his map Moll engraved “Iroquois” in large letters in an arc southeast 
of Frontenac Lake (now Lake Ontario) and composed a long note under their 
name that he took great care not to extend beyond the northern border of 
Pennsylvania and the southern border of Maryland. 

Moll’s note flled their homeland with English words and purpose, high-
lighting their value as military allies in imperial confict with the French: 
“Te Iroquois consist of four Cantons, Govern’d by so many Kings and are 
all hearty friends to ye English: those Princes came into England in 1710 to 
ofer their service agt [against] ye French in Canada and had it not been for 
ye miscarriage of our Expedition to Quebec in 1711, those People would have 
been of great service to us, for they joyn’d General Nicholson with 2000 men 
on his March to attack Monreal [Montreal].” 

Te episode with the “Iroquois kings” is instructive regarding the difer-
ences between ofcial and general public understandings of colonial afairs. 
Attempts in the early eighteenth century to forge links between Britain and 
the Haudenosaunee had mixed success with colonial ofcials and the public 
at large. Moll mentioned the major instance in the long notation on this map 
cited above. Te 1701 geography text with Moll’s maps was republished and 
expanded in 1709 and the descriptions of the Haudenosaunee became more 
xenophobic and overwrought while mentioning their councils and highlight-
ing their long-distance military expeditions and purported cruelty.31 Tis 
view of the Haudenosaunee circulated widely in Britain on the eve of the visit 
of the “Four Iroquois Kings” whom Moll memorialized in that long note. A 
detailed study of the episode concluded that, in popular media, “the fgures 
of the kings were ambiguous, contradictory, and half realized; the new view 
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of Indians as legitimate agents of state power jostled uncomfortably with the 
older idea that Indians were simple and savage.”32 Colonial governors orga-
nized the visit in the hope of getting royal support for an attack on Canada and 
did all they could to create the impression of an ofcial state visit, but what 
is signifcant is that the organizers “had little hope of fnding allies among 
the leading sachems of the confederacy. Instead they found supporters where 
they could and then shamelessly falsifed their credentials.” All were without 
infuence at home and four of the fve nations of the Haudenosaunee did not 
even participate. As the historian of the event noted, “Tere was an element 
of masquerade attached to the visit” and “From the start, readings of the visit 
were contested.”33 Moll’s map heightens the masquerade since he knew full 
well that there were fve Haudenosaunee nations, not four, but since only four 
“kings” showed up in Britain, it may have been awkward to explain on the 
map why some opted out.34 Te popular essayist and writer Daniel Defoe, 
whom Moll knew well and counted among his circle of friends and associ-
ates, published a view of the visitors that aligned with the geography books 
whose maps Moll engraved. Defoe wrote that they were from “a small Nation 
of Savages in the Woods, on the back of our two Colonies of New-England 
and New York, the same from whence our four pretended Indian Kings came 
lately on their own Fools Errand; they were always esteem’d as the most Des-
perate, and the most Cruel of the Natives of North-America.”35 Te visit’s dip-
lomatic fg leaf worked, nevertheless: Te governors got Crown support for 
an invasion of Canada but it miscarried, as Moll lamented on his map. 

As the editors of this volume contend, maps are material artifacts that 
express arguments and a range of desires, and so a great deal depends on who 
commissions or develops a map and who the intended audience is. Moll’s 1715 
map difers greatly from Mitchell’s map forty years later that Prior analyzes in 
part because they were responding to diferent political and military environ-
ments, had diferent origins, and were making diferent arguments as a result. 
Richter has characterized the diferent periods of the long eighteenth century 
in North America as ones of violent regional wars (1670s to 1710s), regional 
equilibrium (1720s to 1750s), and the return of violent regional wars (1760s to 
1815), each requiring diferent interpretations.36 Moll created his map in the 
frst period on the cusp of the second, Mitchell produced his map in the sec-
ond period and on the cusp of the third, and Moll’s map was a private com-
mercial venture designed to sell as many imprints as possible while Mitchell’s 
map was commissioned by the president of the Board of Trade “who sought 
to advance his own aggressive agenda with respect to the empire in North 
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America in the run-up to the Seven Years’ War.”37 Moll’s and Mitchell’s maps 
expressed diferent arguments for the literate public that was their audiences 
and, in Mitchell’s case, a clear government purpose. Unlike Mitchell’s map, 
Moll’s map was not centered on Iroquoia. Indices that were present in Mitch-
ell’s map were absent in Moll’s and Delisle’s maps: Tere were no blocks of text 
positioned around the map that narrated episodes in the diplomatic history 
of the interior and no explanations of migrations and territorial transactions. 
Moll’s map presented the idea that the Haudenosaunee were valuable mili-
tary allies subject to the Crown of Great Britain, while Mitchell contended 
they were valuable military allies and had a greater degree of sovereignty than 
Moll allowed. Afer all, Moll composed his map in light of Clause XV of the 
Peace and Friendship Treaty between France and Great Britain at Utrecht in 
1713 that ended the War of the Spanish Succession, which considered “the fve 
nations or cantons of Indians, subject to the dominion of Great Britain,” and 
his map refected that public understanding. 

Moll acknowledged the military importance of the Haudenosaunee as 
allies but not much else. Unlike Mitchell, Moll contained the Haudenos-
aunee polity within Britain’s colonial borders and, consistent with his gen-
eral practice, he withheld from the Haudenosaunee the cartographic code, 
a border, which signaled sovereignty.38 Tis downplaying of the sovereignty 
of the Haudenosaunee was as fanciful as the many borders Moll did draw, 
but the imperial and colonial context of his era was quite diferent from 
Mitchell’s and there is no evidence that Moll worked with the Board of Trade 
to promulgate particular state-sanctioned diplomatic and imperial goals with 
his map. As a commercial cartographic entrepreneur seeking proft above 
all else, Moll appealed to the tastes of the literate general public, which, as 
we have seen, diverged greatly from the preferences of governmental elites 
regarding Native American allies. Moll was granted the title of Geographer 
to the King, which was as a royal warrant to supply goods and services to the 
royal household rather than an ofce of state, which was Delisle’s position in 
France. Te warrant served as an endorsement of quality that elevated the 
prestige of the tradesperson who produced the good or service. As a private 
citizen, crafsman, and small entrepreneur, however, Moll had no privileged 
access to confdential state documents, deliberations, or directives. His infor-
mation came from the public domain and his circle of acquaintances, some 
of whom, like Defoe, had connections to various ministers.39 

Moll produced a map centered on European imperial antagonisms that 
took place on the homelands of Indigenous peoples and highlighted their 



  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 

 
  

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

71 Lines on a Map 

importance as martial resources in inter-imperial confict. Te map extended 
New York’s and New Scotland’s borders, which now contained French forts in 
the area around Lake Champlain and “French Settlements” along the St. Law-
rence River. While acknowledging French occupancy, Moll appeared to be 
pushing the British colonial border to the southern bank of the St. Lawrence. 
He placed “Te Great Fall of Niagara” at the northwestern corner of the state 
of Maryland and made it the aqueous boundary between French and British 
claims in that part of the Great Lakes region. He also made it the focus of a 
beautiful inset against the right margin of the map. Te inset was a visual 
fable about the productivity and bounty of North American nature, especially 
beavers, a lucrative resource worth claiming and contesting, as attested by the 
intermittent conficts between the Haudenosaunee, other Native peoples, and 
the French that occurred afer 1640 and which are sometimes called the Bea-
ver Wars (ca. 1641–1701).40 Canada was a French colony so this inset was an 
invitation to challenge French borders in the heart of North America. Moll’s 
dedication of the map to Walter Douglass (1670–1739), whom Queen Anne 
had appointed as Captain-General of the Leeward Islands in 1711 and whose 
coat of arms bristled with weaponry suitable to defend and extend territorial 
borders, reinforced a bellicose attitude toward French claims. 

In an inset along the bottom margin of the map Moll indicated a Brit-
ish colonial border along the Appalachian Mountains with New France and 
Louisiana to the west and a fortifed Charleston, which functioned as a bor-
der garrison against the Spanish and Yamasee people to the south in a sec-
ond inset.41 Te largest inset, “Te Improved Part of Carolina,” presented a 
patchwork of peoples in the colony and the presence of so-called “settlement 
Indians” who forged a political and economic accommodation with the rul-
ers of Carolina: a “Santee Indian Fort” near the northern border of the col-
ony, “Wando Indian” and “Indian Fort” northeast of Charleston, and “Indian 
Settlements” (including “Cayawah” [Kiawah] occupying a large island) along 
the coast southwest of Charleston. Moll did not engrave any borders around 
these deterritorialized names but showed them living within the well-defned 
borders of parishes. Disease and warfare reduced their numbers and many 
disappeared from colonial records afer 1743.42 A fourth inset at the bottom 
lef corner of the map showed a zone of increasing imperial and Indigenous 
confict in southeastern North America, a region Claudio Saunt characterized 
as an imperial borderland and Indigenous homeland where imperial conficts 
manifested themselves in proxy wars fought by strong regional powers allied 
with Britain or France but not controlled by either imperial power. Europeans 
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had little presence until the English established a colony at Charleston in 
1670 and the French established outposts in the Biloxi-Mobile area around 
1700. In 1715, no Europeans resided in these Indigenous territories; however, 
about 3,000 English and 8,600 slaves lived in South Carolina and about 300 
French colonists and 100 slaves resided on the Gulf Coast.43 France obtained 
control of Florida in September 1712 and made it part of Louisiana, a fact 
Moll acknowledged in a notation at the bottom of the inset. However, British 
colonists and newly coalesced Indigenous polities like the Creek, Cherokee, 
Chickasaw, and Choctaw contested French possession on the ground.44 While 
overall the inset emphasized the permeability, volatility, and bellicosity of this 
imperial borderland, which included Florida and Carolina, to stress the com-
mercial vitality of the region along with its permeable borders, Moll engraved 
the Carolina Trading Route, which led from Charleston across the land of the 
Creeks (Muscogee) to the land of the Chickasaw on the Mississippi River. 

Moll based this inset on Tomas Nairne’s A Map of South Carolina, which 
decried French presence and promoted a more vigorous British role in the 
southeast.45 Interested in expanding the colony of South Carolina farther to 
the west, Nairne made an overland reconnaissance trip to the Mississippi River 
from Carolina in 1708 to frm up alliances with the Chickasaw and to fght and 
enslave Native Americans in Florida and Louisiana for the colony of Carolina. 
His map claimed all the territory from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi 
River between the 29th and 34th parallels for South Carolina. Moll did not 
follow Nairne in extending the border of Carolina to the Mississippi in this 
inset, but he did follow Nairne in highlighting the fact that French territory 
was populated by scores of Native nations, some of whom, like the Chickasaw, 
allied with the British against the French. Moll identifed Indigenous settle-
ments with small hut-like symbols and noted how many fghting men they had 
according to Nairne and other sources. Like his comment about the Haudenos-
aunee as “hearty friends,” this calling out of Indigenous martial power signaled 
to his audience that the signifcance of Indigenous people lay in their military 
ability to aid or thwart British designs on a region where waging war appeared 
increasingly endemic. Te French held a similar view of “our Indians” versus 
“their Indians” and armed their Indigenous allies to fght the Indigenous allies 
of the British, who reciprocated. Moll’s map and insets supports Richter’s con-
tention that “Indian alliances were vital to Britain’s conficts with French and 
Spanish rivals” since Native American allies would do most of the fghting.46 

Richter writes, “Te importance of the Cherokees to British Imperial 
interests was driven home in 1730, when the eccentric Scottish baronet Sir 
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Alexander Cuming . . . recruited six alleged chiefs for a highly publicized Lon-
don interview with the Board of Trade.”47 Moll memorialized this visit with a 
note next to the name “Cherecies” that “One of ye Kings of this Nation was in 
England in 1730.” During that visit a delegation signed a treaty that referred 
to the Cherokee twice as the children and subjects of the British king who 
agreed to be his allies and fght against Britain’s enemies.48 Historian Kristofer 
Ray contends that “Carolinians . . . believed that Cherokees provided both a 
bulwark and a means of expanding via the Tennessee River” but “Cherokees 
were not simple pawns in a European imperial chess match”: Tey “consis-
tently manipulated both French and British ofcials” while “rejecting Anglo 
defnitions of nationhood” since the Cherokee had a decentralized polity in 
which no one individual or individuals could bind all the clans in one treaty.49 

Indeed, “no Native polity in 1725 would have recognized the blanket assertions 
of singular nationhood” that British Carolinians imposed on a map drawn 
by Fanni Mingo: “By adding them British Carolinians overlaid an imagined 
political world on the one described by Fanni Mingo.” Te lines on Mingo’s 
map, representing trading paths and rivers, focused on mobility rather than 
exclusive jurisdictional claims, the focus and import of the border lines on 
Delisle’s and Moll’s maps of an imagined, imperially centered political world.50 

Delisle’s Carte de la Louisiane et du 
cours du Mississippi (1718) 

Guillaume Delisle’s 1718 Map of Louisiana and the Course of the Mississippi 
River (see Figure 3.3) certainly read like a French response to Moll’s 1715 map 
of British claims in North America. Te title fully captured the ofcial French 
position that Louisiana and the watershed of the Mississippi River were coex-
tensive. Tis claim dates to La Salle in his 1682 proclamation claiming Lou-
isiana for Louis XIV and rested on the theory that the entire watershed of a 
river or lake was encompassed by the right of “discovery,” which meant that 
the furthest extent of the Mississippi and its tributaries became the boundar-
ies of Louisiana. La Salle’s claim fulflled the imperial vision of Jean-Baptiste 
Colbert (1619–1683), who “perceived the great river as the axis of both ofense 
and defense in North America,” thwarting English moves west and Spanish 
moves east and securing “a French empire in North America.”51 Te French 
applied the principle consistently: Te spine of the Appalachians created two 
watersheds, one for the French to the west and the British to the east. With 
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Figure 3.3. Guillaume Delisle, Carte de la Louisiane et du cours du Mississippi. 
1718. Courtesy, David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, 
Stanford Libraries. 

the War of the Spanish Succession over, Delisle eliminated “Florida” from his 
map since he no longer needed to consider the territorial claims of a wartime 
ally. Te French had long been interested in Florida and Delisle absorbed it 
into Louisiana following the French claim that their exploration of hundreds 
of miles of the Mississippi River meant that they could claim the land drained 
by it and all its tributaries, including those in what had been Florida. With 
this “amphibious” approach, to use a concept coined by Truett in this volume, 
Delisle’s map showed how terrestrial and aqueous spaces were entangled in 
French territorial claims. As indicators of persistent confict with Native peo-
ples and imperial rivals, Delisle had French forts dotting the colonial interior 
of New France and Louisiana from Lake Champlain to Lake Ontario, down 
the Mississippi River, and on the Gulf Coast. 

For Delisle, the border of British colonies began just south of Charleston 
and ran north and then northeast along the spine of the Appalachian Moun-
tains, turning east to Fort Susquehannock in Pennsylvania and then north 
again but remaining south of Lake Champlain. An “old fort of the French” 
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in the southeast, La Salle’s short-lived fort in “Texas” and his 1685–1687 
explorations in that region, the 1710 and 1713 journeys by Louis Juchereau de 
St. Denis (1676–1744) and that by Jean Baptiste le Moyne, Sieur de Bienville 
in 1717 shown on the map completed these French claims of “discovery.” He 
also showed the new French settlements of Natchitoches and New Orleans. 
While contesting Spanish paper claims to a region it never occupied, Delisle 
acknowledged those claims by engraving the route of Hernando de Soto’s 
(1497–1542) and Luis de Moscoso Alvarado’s (1505–1551) expedition of 1540– 
1543, Alonso de León’s (ca. 1639–1691) 1689 route from northern Mexico to 
confront La Salle’s (abandoned) fort, and the location of Nuestro Padre San 
Francisco de los Tejas which, in 1716, provided Spain a sustained physical 
presence for the frst time. Delisle placed Louisiana’s western border at the 
Rio Grande and Pecos rivers and its northern border at the Great Lakes. At 
the bottom of the map Delisle provided a key to some of the map’s symbols. A 
hut represented “Indian dwellings” or towns, a star “disturbed Indians,” and 
a cross “destroyed Indians.” Te hut symbols were quite numerous while the 
others were quite sparse. As he did on his earlier maps, he noted the names 
of the major Indigenous nations in “Louisiana” including the Iroquois, 
Miami, Cherokee, Choctaw, Osage, Caddo, and Apache, but he also noted 
somewhat sensationally that there were “nomadic and cannibalistic Indians” 
along the Gulf Coast of Texas.52 A notation that Delisle placed in Carolina 
asserted that the French discovered, took possession, and named the area 
in honor of Charles IX back in the sixteenth century. Delisle placed the Iro-
quois outside the boundaries of British colonies and within French-claimed 
domains between the Great Lakes and the headwaters of the Ohio River. He 
noted the Indigenous nations “destroyed by the Iroquois” including the Erie, 
Huron, and others, indicating the extent of Haudenosaunee military forays 
into the Ohio River Valley and the Ontario Peninsula, but he did not place 
these areas under Haudenosaunee territorial control or dominion. As in his 
previous map, he did not draw any borders around Native nations as indica-
tions of territorial sovereignty. His map deterritorialized Native peoples and 
reterritorialized Spanish and British claims to the area in favor of the French. 

In 1717 only twenty-seven French families lived in Louisiana but the French 
were on the move.53 To impede Spanish colonization of the region, St. Denis 
built a fort on the Red River in 1714, staking a claim to the region.54 In 1718 
Bienville founded New Orleans to regulate use of the Mississippi River and 
to create a more permanent presence and alliances with the powerful Native 
peoples of the region like the Choctaw and Natchez. Delisle’s placement of 
the border of Louisiana at the Rio Grande and Pecos rivers in his map was an 
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aggressive move encouraged by ofcials in Paris.55 Although the French did 
not have enough settlers or military presence to enforce such a boundary, the 
Spanish and British took French imperial imaginings seriously.56 Delisle made 
Louisiana look like a unifed territory with specifc political boundaries. 

Te publication of his map with its expansive view of Louisiana’s borders 
coincided with a publicity campaign that accompanied the launch of John 
Law’s joint-stock Company of the West and a French economic boom. Del-
isle produced the map for the company and noted mines containing lead and 
copper as well as routes indicating possible trade relations in northern Loui-
siana.57 Te company issued shares to investors and promised to develop the 
new territory. Investors expected fantastic returns based on rumors of Louisi-
ana’s natural resources (gold, other precious metals, pearls) and prospects for 
economic development.58 British elites were disturbed by the Company of the 
West, and Delisle’s signifcant reduction of the western and southern borders 
of British colonies along the eastern seaboard and appending that territory to 
French Louisiana only infamed matters.59 Te fact that a few months afer he 
published his map he was awarded the unique title of First Geographer to the 
King (with an annual salary) made it appear that the French state gave its of-
cial blessing to the disposition of French territorial holdings in North America 
that Delisle had proposed in his map. Delisle’s reputation as a methodical and 
meticulous geographer added scientifc hef to what was clearly a political act. 

Kim Gruenwald’s idea of a riverine West neatly encompasses the terraque-
ous region that the French claimed in the interior of North America, a region 
drained by the Mississippi River and its tributaries. In French theory and 
practice, rivers were not so much borders as arteries or fuid conduits of con-
nection; being connective and expansive rather than delimiting and restric-
tive, they justifed French territorial claims, and no map expressed that idea 
more than Delisle’s map of Louisiana, confrming Gruenwald’s insight that the 
Atlantic world made “landfall” along rivers leading to the interior of the conti-
nent.60 Delisle’s map and Moll’s response to it show that rivalries of the Atlantic 
world spread to the continental interior. 

Moll’s New Map of the North Parts of 
AMERICA claimed by FRANCE (1720) 

Delisle’s territorial claims and border renderings incensed English colonial 
elites like Richard Beresford (d. 1724), who wrote to the Commissioners for 
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Figure 3.4. Herman Moll, A New Map of the North Parts of AMERICA claimed 
by FRANCE under the names of Louisiana, Mississippi, Canada and New France 
with the Adjoyning Territories of England and Spain. 1720. Courtesy, David 
Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford Libraries. 

Trade and Plantations in 1717 that “the French had a design to dispossess us 
of all our plantations” in North America.61 Te governor of New York, Wil-
liam Burnet (1688–1729), wrote to the Commissioners for Trade and Plan-
tations in 1720 that Delisle’s new map made even greater encroachments on 
British territories than his earlier maps and was drafed in the same spirit. 
Complaining that the French had set up a trading post near Niagara Falls and 
were working to reduce British infuence in the region, he urged the British 
government “to break the neck of [French] trade.”62 For their part, in August 
1719 the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations requested maps from the 
English colonies since there were few reliable maps of colonial territory that 
could support British claims to territory and specifc borders.63 

Attuned to the political and commercial opportunities of the situation, 
Moll issued a map with a very long title explicitly challenging Delisle’s por-
trayal of colonial territories and the borders that distinguished them: A New 
Map of the North Parts of AMERICA claimed by FRANCE under the names 
of Louisiana, Mississippi, Canada and New France with the Adjoyning Terri-
tories of England and Spain (see Figure 3.4). As in his earlier map, Moll was 
at pains to show in this map that the confict over borders was a confict over 
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claims  to territory and to the Indigenous military and economic resources 
needed to defend and exploit them, in particular the trade in beaver and deer-
skins and enslaved human beings.64 Moll enumerated two areas of confict in 
the title cartouche. Te frst area concerned colonial boundary-drawing and 
Delisle’s contraction of the western border of British claims in North Amer-
ica, especially Carolina. Moll’s map was not an exact reproduction of Delisle’s 
1718 map. Instead, he placed Delisle’s borders on a new base map: “the South 
West part of Louisiana is done afer a French Map Published at Paris in 1718 
and we give you here the Divisions or Bounds according to that Map, which 
Bounds begin 30 Miles S West from Charles Town in Carolina and run on to 
ye Indian Fort at Susquehannock 30 Miles West of Philadelphia &c.” and, in 
case his map readers doubted him, noted just to the right of the title cartouche, 
“N.B. Te French Map mention’d in the Title is done by Monsr. Delisle and 
Publish’d by him at Paris in June 1718, which I am ready to shew to any Gen-
tlemen that desires it.” Te second area of confict concerned Delisle’s placing 
the Iroquois and Cherokee within the French colonial sphere. Moll insisted to 
his map readers that the powerful Iroquois and Cherokee people were staunch 
and reliable military allies of the British, “the Bulwark and Security of all their 
Plantations in North America.” His sentiment echoed the understanding of 
the role of Native Americans in maintaining European colonies that English 
colonists like William Byrd II expressed: “Te Indians are very numerous on 
the branches of this river [the Mississippi], and if the French fnd means to 
gain them, it will render the English plantations very unsafe.”65 As graphic 
reinforcement of the importance of Indigenous allies in shifing imperial bor-
ders, Moll placed a view of Fort Susquehannock, which the Haudenosaunee 
(with English support) sacked in the late seventeenth century, in the upper 
lef-hand corner of his map. While the French thought that the Indigenous fort 
marked the western colonial border of Pennsylvania and the eastern border 
of French-claimed territory, Moll’s view emphasized its link with Indigenous 
peoples rather than its boundary-making quality, perhaps because by 1719 the 
fort was a ruin and represented the power to shif borders in Britain’s favor.66 

Even though Moll placed information from Delisle’s map on his own map, 
including the names of Indigenous peoples without territorial boundaries, he 
did not copy Delisle’s notations of the destruction of other Indigenous peo-
ples by the Haudenosaunee, and he could not bring himself to trace Delisle’s 
boundary line very far because it showed French claims to western Mary-
land, Pennsylvania, New York, and Maine (New Scotland), so he angled it to 
more closely match British territorial claims. He expanded the boundaries 
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of Maryland and Pennsylvania westward and included the Haudenosaunee 
within them. He did show Delisle’s diminution of Carolina to stoke British 
outrage, but he could not resist putting the proposed-but-never-founded Brit-
ish colony of Azilia within French-claimed territory and placing many Cher-
okee villages within it. 

Moll’s map memorialized imperial conficts that occurred in Native 
homelands and involved transgressing imagined borders during the War of 
the Spanish Succession. For instance, Nairne mounted a successful raiding 
party deep into Florida that he undertook with his Yamasee allies in 1706 to 
capture Spanish-allied Native Americans and bring them back to Charleston 
to sell into slavery. Moll showed Nairne’s band transgressing the border with 
Florida and provided an “Explanation of an Expedition in Florida” in a note 
just east of the Yucatan Peninsula, which included a numeric key identify-
ing diferent places on Nairne’s route into and out of the Everglades and a 
comment that his raiding party captured thirty-fve Indians and “took and 
killed 33 Men.” A note at the top of Palaxy Bay, which Moll copied from Del-
isle, that the English destroyed Santa Maria de Palaxy, a Spanish-Apalachee 
mission in 1705, represented a clear act of aggression across colonial borders 
that was part of a sustained British campaign with Yamasee and Creeks allies 
to remove Spanish impediments to English expansion southward.67 For his 
British audience who likely would never see Delisle’s map, Moll replicated 
the forts on that map and added more to heighten the imperial threat posed 
by the French. Two insets on the right margin of the map showed sites of 
great strategic importance during and afer the war. Both involved maritime 
borders and “islands of occupation.” Te frst displayed the fortifed harbor 
of Annapolis, formerly Port Royal, taken from the French in 1710, which 
helped secure British territorial claims in Nova Scotia. Te second depicted 
Mobile Bay and the mouth of the Mississippi River, which ofered the French 
access to native trade routes in the interior and blocked British and Spanish 
advancement in the region. 

Below the compass rose Moll engraved an Advertisement that referenced 
Cabot’s “discovery” of Florida in 1498. Te reference served to justify extend-
ing the border of Carolina southward to include northern Florida. Te dot-
ted line above it was another possible border based on King Charles II’s 1663 
authorization for the English to settle and farm Carolina, whose western bor-
der he extended to the Pacifc Ocean, thereby encompassing large chunks of 
Louisiana, Texas, and New Mexico. In Moll’s view, it was easy to see the extent 
of French and Spanish “encroachments” on good British claims to Native 
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American homelands. His map served to reterritorialize French and British 
claims even as it deterritorialized Native Americans. 

Conclusion 

Borders on Moll’s and Delisle’s maps were deceptively precise boundary lines 
meant to establish clear-cut territorial jurisdiction and claims to legal and 
political sovereignty. However, their maps also showed borders to be unstable 
because they treated the territorial claims of Native peoples and other Euro-
pean powers as contestable and provisional and as a source of future con-
fict. In contrast to assertions of political sovereignty represented by borders 
on these maps, much of North America consisted of interracial, interethnic, 
interpolitical contact zones where borders were contested and where no single 
group ruled supreme. 

Sometimes map historians claim too much for maps when they contend, 
like John Pickles (following Denis Wood and Jean Baudrillard) and Matthew 
Edney, that maps produce the territory: “Maps and mapping precede the terri-
tory they ‘represent.’ . . . Territories are produced by the overlaying of inscrip-
tions we call mappings” and regions “are human concepts that are created by 
being mapped.”68 Tere is a way, of course, that this philosophically idealist 
claim is true: Maps have a discursive function and create a graphic image of 
a territory, an abstraction that is not the territory itself but a visualization of 
a physical space that allows an idea of the territory to be constructed as part 
of a larger political or social discourse. As mentioned earlier, political bor-
ders on maps encode the idea of territory for map viewers but cartographic 
codes do not create territory on the ground. Tat is because maps, as discur-
sive representations and claims to territory, were, are, and can be contested 
and voided. We have seen claims and counterclaims to territory in the maps 
by Delisle and Moll, who ofen did not deploy the same toponyms for the 
same mapped features. What territory was “produced” simply by the acts of 
being mapped and claimed? Claiming and mapping land for France did not 
by itself make that land “French territory,” especially when Native peoples 
and the British and Spanish contested the claims and toponyms. While maps 
mediate our understandings of territory and borders, it is a fallacy to confate 
them with the territory mapped, much less with producing territory or dom-
inating it. Te last fallacy is one Edney identifes.69 Afer all, the map is not 
the territory and paper claims on maps did not produce territory. 
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“Louisiana,” as Delisle outlined it in his 1718 map, was mostly imaginary 
and while imagining is a frst step to acquiring, it is insufcient for possessing 
or “producing” territory. If borders on maps become authoritative, it is less 
on the “authority” of a map than a consequence of political and ofen military 
action in the physical/material world. Maps are “paper claims” and “paper 
encroachments” that can stir up passions and indignation, but they mean 
little without political or military or economic action to enforce those claims 
and encroachments in the physical world to which many maps, like those 
that are the focus of this chapter, refer. In the end, it is human labor-power, 
human activity “on the ground,” that produces territory, not merely human 
imaginings, even if these imaginings and the map war it produced in the early 
eighteenth century helped frame diferent public understandings in France 
and Britain and called these publics’ attention to specifc points of conten-
tion regarding French and British colonial claims in North America during 
an era of intense imperial confict and outright war.70 While Brian Harley 
endorsed the idea that the map precedes the territory, he also mentioned an 
important caveat: Such maps were an “anticipatory geography.” Anticipation 
may not lead to realization, so his further claim that “maps were the frst step 
in the appropriation of territory” is only true if the appropriation of territory 
actually happened. It is not even clear that maps were a necessary “frst step” 
for colonial territorial claims since neither Colbert nor La Salle had any idea 
of the extent of the Mississippi River and certainly no map of its geographic 
reach before laying claim to all the land it touched. La Salle named it Louisi-
ana before the name ever appeared on a map, so the idea that maps precede 
the territory must be relativized to specifc cases and not declared a general 
maxim regarding the power of maps to create territory.71 

In his 1720 map, Moll confronted the visual and textual rhetoric of Del-
isle’s 1718 map that asserted the French claim to vast territory based on the 
discovery of a watershed with a visual and textual rhetoric of his own that 
asserted the British view that only European settlement justifed territo-
rial claims as exemplifed by showing major colonial cities like Charleston, 
Jamestown, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, Quebec, and Montreal. Moll’s 
1720 map repeated much of the information available on his Beaver Map. He 
reproduced the borders on Delisle’s map in order to mock them and rile up 
his compatriots. Where Delisle emphasized the importance of the Mississippi 
River and its tributaries on his map and deemphasized municipal settlements 
in the French colonial sphere, Moll deemphasized riverine features and 
emphasized municipal settlements in the British colonial territories. Tey 
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both engraved the names of Native American nations across the landscape, 
but they gave little indication of Native political sovereignty despite the clear 
indication that they occupied the land near their name. Teir maps also 
made clear that European-style political borders in North America in the 
early eighteenth century were convenient fctions, asserted and rearranged 
according to colonial agendas. Despite being fctions, borders asserted claims 
to territorial jurisdiction and legal and political sovereignty that were ofen 
followed up with action, with some polities, like European colonies, “deserv-
ing” the cartographic symbol for political sovereignty, a border, while others, 
like Indigenous polities, did not. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Data Maps of Downeast Maine 

Missionary Records from the Early Republic Borderlands 

John Morton 

In 1804, the Reverend Alfred Johnson took a missionary trip to the far east-
ern corner of the District of Maine.1 Dozens of other Congregational minis-
ters had taken similar trips in the previous decade and a half. Te population 
of the district was expanding rapidly, and missionaries were doing their best 
to reach the far-fung settlements. Tey traveled from town to town, bringing 
sermons, books, and baptisms to communities that had yet to build perma-
nent churches or hire settled preachers. When these ministers were feeling 
optimistic, they attempted to make inroads with Maine’s Catholic Indi-
ans—the Penobscot and Passamaquoddy—who consistently rejected their 
advances. So most missionary energy was spent on the white settlers who 
had recently moved north from southern New England. 

Almost all of these itinerant ministers were employed by a missionary 
society. Tis meant they needed to keep a journal of their travels and the 
services rendered in order to be paid. Alfred Johnson was working for the 
Society for Propagating the Gospel Among the Indians and Others in North 
America (SPGNA).2 Tis Boston-based Congregational group was the frst 
American missionary society to begin work afer the Revolution, and it was 
the best funded, thanks to an annual grant from the Massachusetts Legisla-
ture. For years, the SPGNA had been sending ministers up to Maine with 
relatively simple instructions. Early on, they were simply asked to visit “east-
ern settlements.” Later, instructions got a bit more specifc, referencing, for 
example, “the vacant towns and Plantations in the Counties of Hancock and 
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Figure 4.1. One section of the Reverend Alfred Johnson’s chart of towns in Han-
cock and Washington Counties, drawn up during his missionary trip to the Dis-
trict of Maine in 1804. The full chart contains data on more than fifty towns. Detail 
of Rev. A Johnson’s Ecclesiastical Chart for Hancock & Washington, 1804, Society 
for Propagating the Gospel Among the Indians and Others in North America 
Records, MSS 48, box 3, folder 1. Phillips Library, Peabody Essex Museum. 

Washington.”3 Itinerants were also asked to expand their missions by distrib-
uting books and pamphlets along their way. Having to carry increasing quan-
tities of printed material around the frontier was a logistical challenge, and 
more demanding for the ministers than simply providing sermons and bap-
tisms. But the fundamental mission—to bring religious services to as many 
needy families as possible—remained the same. 

Te year 1804 brought a signifcant reorientation. Te SPGNA asked the 
Massachusetts legislature for more money in order to begin building a net-
work of schools. Te state agreed. And so the society asked Johnson and its 
other itinerants to go beyond their traditional role and to “map” the mission-
ary feld. It had previously been enough to preach at every available opportu-
nity and distribute books. Specifc data about the people one encountered was 
less important than covering a lot of ground. Now a more precise accounting 
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was necessary. To create schools for the state the society needed to know 
who belonged to the state and what resources they already had. Ministers 
were instructed to “inform yourself as far as you can of the general state of 
the people . . . [and] the particular state of the several towns and plantations 
through which you pass” and assemble the resulting data into a chart.4 

Reverend Johnson’s chart—fled away in the SPGNA papers at the Phil-
lips Library in Rowley, Massachusetts—is not a traditional map. It does not 
provide the topography of the region, nor does it trace the borderline and 
the New Brunswick towns on its far side. And yet it provides an incredibly 
detailed picture of the eastern part of the District of Maine. Johnson laid out 
more than ffy towns and townships—providing the approximate popula-
tion for each, the number of families in residence, where they had emigrated 
from, the local religious denominations, how many people were church 
members, how much money was raised for “public religious instruction,” the 
number of school and meeting houses, and the name of the local minister, if 
one existed. He was particularly meticulous about settlements in and around 
Passamaquoddy Bay, directly alongside the border. Johnson’s chart listed not 
only large communities—like Eastport on Moose Island, with 562 people— 
but also the tiniest of unnamed townships, like township one (twenty fami-
lies and a little over 100 people) and township eleven (twenty-seven families). 
Tis chart, together with others produced by Johnson’s contemporaries, pro-
vided the SPGNA with a precise and comprehensive data map of the Maine 
missionary feld.5 

One striking thing about these missionary documents is their clarity 
regarding the boundary dividing Maine from New Brunswick. It appears 
that in 1804, to the people living in and visiting borderland communities, 
the boundary was a fxed reality. And yet on a diplomatic level this was not 
the case at all. Troughout the frst two decades of the nineteenth century the 
precise location of the line was hotly contested. In a 1798 address to Congress, 
President Adams specifcally highlighted Passamaquoddy Bay as a place 
where the border had yet to be negotiated. During the Jeferson administra-
tion—in the same years that SPGNA missionaries were creating their data 
maps—American and British diplomats argued over rights to the various 
Passamaquoddy Bay islands. Te Americans emphasized the Royal Com-
mission of 1763, which had attempted to clarify boundaries afer the French 
and Indian War, to buttress their claims. Te British pointed to the wording 
of early seventeenth-century land grants, which seemed to assign all the dis-
puted territory to Nova Scotia.6 Te British then tried to render the whole 
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Figure 4.2. One section of the Reverend Benjamin Chadwick’s chart of towns 
visited on his mission trip to the District of Maine in 1804. The full chart con-
tains data on forty-four towns. Detail of Mr. Chadwick’s Schedules for Kenne-
beck and Lincoln, 1804, Society for Propagating the Gospel Among the Indians 
and Others in North America Records, MSS 48, box 1, folder 17. Phillips Library, 
Peabody Essex Museum. 

controversy irrelevant by invading and annexing eastern Maine during the 
War of 1812, only to be forced by the war’s conclusion to return to status quo 
ante bellum. 

Even war and the resulting peace treaty did not settle matters. London 
and Washington continued to argue over the islands, especially the largest, 
Grand Manan, and the most populated, Moose Island. Traditional topograph-
ical maps were ofen enlisted as tools. An 1818 pamphlet promoting settlement 
in the British provinces featured a detailed map of Grand Manan, highlighting 
its strategic importance at the mouth of the Bay of Fundy. To protect New 
Brunswick and Nova Scotia, its author wrote, the island had to be kept out of 
American hands. He was concerned, though, as he believed the island’s res-
idents were potentially “tinctured with American manners and principles.”7 



 
 
 
 

 

 

93 Data Maps of Downeast Maine 

American mapmakers, for their part, simply started including all the disputed 
islands in maps of Maine. An American atlas published in 1824 made Grand 
Manan clearly a part of Washington County, Maine (and gave the state a much 
more generous northern border than what it would eventually receive).8 It was 
a battle of the maps: British subjects created maps that made the islands Brit-
ish, and American citizens created their own maps to do the opposite. 

One prominent study of borders and frontiers in American history defnes 
borderlands as “contested boundaries between colonial domains,” in which 
competition between rival states allows the inhabitants “room to maneuver 
and preserve some element of autonomy.” Another, focusing on the United 
States and Canada, characterizes a singular “borderland” as a place where 
a political boundary divides “people with common social characteristics.”9 

In the postrevolutionary period, the area shared by the northeastern United 
States and British North America ft these defnitions well. Stretching from 
the Bay of Fundy to the Great Lakes, it was a large zone of borderlands in 
which people frequently contested national boundaries. In northern Maine, 
for example, no permanent line would be drawn until 1842. In Vermont, the 
need to ship goods into the Atlantic via the St. Lawrence River led to a great 
deal of transnational negotiation and political intrigue.10 Tis chapter focuses 
on the easternmost part of the zone, a borderland shared by the District of 
Maine and the Province of New Brunswick.11 Te American citizens and Brit-
ish subjects living in this region certainly had common social characteristics. 
Many on both sides had moved north from southern New England before 
the war, and almost all were Protestant English speakers. 

Tere are two distinct kinds of documents in the archives that deal with 
this borderland, and they tell conficting stories. State Department papers 
and traditional maps of the region from the frst decades of the nineteenth 
century present a fexible border. Te data maps created by Maine missionar-
ies during the same years present a fxed border. Tis dissonance arises from 
the way the two diferent groups saw the region and the questions they asked 
about it. On the one hand diplomats, and others looking from afar, saw this 
borderland in an abstract way, as a place of competing claims and precedents. 
Teir borders were aspirational. Tere is no evidence that diplomats used 
missionary documents to learn about conditions on the ground, because the 
experiences of the people who lived in the borderland mattered less than 
the legal case that could be made for drawing the line a certain way. Tis 
was about using maps to make bold claims. Missionaries, on the other hand, 
were more concerned with the people than with the land. As they focused 
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more on books and schools than on sermons, they dealt with fnite resources. 
What was the most efcient way to distribute those resources? Who actually 
belonged to the District of Maine, and what did they need? Legal justifca-
tions for potential adjustments of the border were not their concern. 

Missionary papers also ofer a window into the attitudes of borderland 
residents toward the fexibility and permeability of the line. Te Jeferson 
administration made its claims, and patriotic mapmakers drew the maps 
they wished, but these people lived with the border. Where did they under-
stand it to be? Who could cross it? Was shifing it actually a possibility? Mis-
sionary letters and journals consistently show a border that was less fexible 
than diplomats and traditional mapmakers made it out to be. Tough res-
idents on both sides ofen encouraged itinerant ministers to cross the line, 
everyone agreed on its location. Te people of Moose Island knew they were 
in Maine, regardless of what the British claimed. Te people of Grand Manan 
Island knew they were in New Brunswick, and thus American ministers did 
not bother trying to serve them. 

As the missionaries traveled through Maine and created their data maps, 
they began to serve as border-makers themselves. Te charts they submitted 
were used to determine resource allocation, and so by collecting and present-
ing data they were helping to solidify the boundary as they experienced it. 
Communities they mapped onto Maine through their charts saw more vis-
its from itinerants, more books, and eventually schools. Communities they 
failed to include were ignored. Tis phenomenon—the border becoming fxed 
through the actions of the people visiting it and living around it—reverses a 
common understanding of border formation. Borders are ofen seen as struc-
tures imposed from above on a resistant populace. According to this thinking, 
diplomats draw lines on maps, and borderland people adapt to those lines. Mul-
tiple studies of Maine adopt this approach, arguing that post-Revolutionary 
British and American authorities drew and enforced a meaningful border, 
while nonstate actors like privateers and smugglers resisted and kept the 
border fexible.12 Missionary society sources from eastern Maine complicate 
this narrative. Tey present a situation in which distant authorities sparred 
over a boundary they (incorrectly) assumed was still negotiable, while itin-
erant ministers and their parishioners fxed the line in place. Te diplomats 
should have paid more attention to what was happening in the communities 
they were haggling over. While they argued about the wording of old trea-
ties, missionaries and their data maps were building a permanent border 
along the coast of Maine. 
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* * * 

Debate over the precise location of the northeastern boundary began imme-
diately afer the Revolution and continued for decades. According to the 1783 
Treaty of Paris, the eastern boundary of the United States was the “river Saint 
Croix, from its Mouth in the Bay of Fundy to its Source.” Tis phrasing may 
have seemed straightforward to negotiators in far-of France, but it quickly 
led to controversy in Maine. First, locals did not call any of the rivers “Saint 
Croix,” so that provoked immediate disagreement. Second, all of the rivers in 
question emptied into Passamaquoddy Bay, not the Bay of Fundy. And third, 
there were dozens of islands in the area to consider. Te treaty awarded the 
United States “all islands within twenty leagues of [its] . . . shores,” while not-
ing that this did not include “such islands as . . . heretofore have been within 
the limits of . . . Nova Scotia.” Tis provision again sounded simple but was 
in fact extremely complicated. Te British and the Americans had conficting 
ideas about which islands had “heretofore” been part of Nova Scotia.13 

Te question of the “true” river Saint Croix was settled frst, though it 
took years of testimony from locals as well as archaeological excavation. Ten 
the debate moved on to the islands. Tere are many islands in and around 
the bay, but only three really mattered to both sides: Moose, Campobello, 
and Grand Manan. For the Americans, the debate came down to proximity 
and common sense. All three islands are much closer to Maine than New 
Brunswick. Moose Island—the only one of the three the Americans would 
ultimately retain—is so close that it is now linked to the mainland by a cause-
way. Tough Campobello is today part of New Brunswick, visitors arrive over 
a bridge from the town of Lubec, Maine. And Grand Manan is about seven 
miles of the coast of Maine, but eighteen miles from New Brunswick. When 
American diplomats presented their case for the islands, they almost always 
focused on this proximity. Te US minister to Great Britain in 1803 argued 
that Campobello was obviously westward of any “suitable boundary line.” 
Moose Island was even farther west. Both would obviously be better admin-
istered from the United States. As for Grand Manan, the Americans pointed 
to the Royal Commission of 1763, which had divided Massachusetts from 
Nova Scotia by drawing a line from Cape Sable, across the Bay of Fundy, to 
the western tip of Passamaquoddy Bay. Grand Manan is west of that line. 
It was “clearly within the general limits of the United States,” according to 
Secretary of State James Madison, who asserted that “no just title can . . . be 
alleged on the British side.”14 
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Te British argument was even more straightforward than the American. 
Every island belonged to New Brunswick, period. Tis position was most 
clearly articulated in a courtroom battle of 1805, in which an American cit-
izen attempted to reclaim his seized ship from New Brunswick authorities. 
Ebenezer Lock’s sloop, Falmouth, had been picking up a load of gypsum in 
what Lock called the “principal channel” of the Saint Croix, between Campo-
bello and Moose Islands, when it was captured by New Brunswick customs 
ofcials. Falmouth, Lock maintained, had been anchored in American waters, 
or shared waters at the very least. Te British response attempted to settle the 
matter once and for all. Tough Americans were trying to argue that there 
were still islands in dispute, they were wrong. Tere was no shared channel 
that needed negotiating. Te whole of Passamaquoddy Bay was one arm of 
the Bay of Fundy. Any “principal” channel was limited to the river proper. 
Te borderline thus ran along the mainland on the western side of the bay, 
and every island, no matter how close to Maine, was part of New Brunswick. 
If American ships had previously managed to trade unmolested in parts of 
the bay, it was “not from any doubt of His Majesty’s right to the islands, but 
because the Americans were in the actual possession of some of them, and it 
was not thought prudent . . . to dispossess them.” Te New Brunswick court, 
unsurprisingly, ordered the Falmouth and its cargo to be forfeited.15 

Not long aferward, American and British diplomats began again to nego-
tiate the issue in London. Americans James Monroe and William Pinkney 
“argued in vain” for the American claim to Grand Manan Island. Te Brit-
ish announced that they were in possession of that island and had been for 
years, and “possession . . . was a reasonable ground upon which to presume 
everything which constituted title.” When the Americans pointed out that 
this position ignored the actual stipulations of the treaty of peace, the Brit-
ish retorted that the American claim to Moose Island was also “very ques-
tionable.” For the time being, questionable claims could cancel each other 
out. At this point, the secretary of state asked his men to ease of, as he was 
concerned that trade between the United States and British North America 
was “more benefcial to the United States than to those colonies.” Around 
the time of this dispute, the Americans were importing somewhere between 
thirty and ffy tons of gypsum per year from the Maritime colonies to use 
as fertilizer. Te Falmouth had been participating in this trade when it was 
seized for straying into British waters. Madison worried that a provoked New 
Brunswick might shut down the gypsum trade entirely. Monroe and Pinkney 
reluctantly agreed to “leave the case of Grand Manan for future adjustment.” 
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Tere the negotiations ended for the time being, with the line unsettled, but a 
proftable trading relationship preserved.16 

Part of the reason the British were willing to delay settling the border issue 
for so long was that they had designs on more than just the islands. Many in 
British North America felt that the Penobscot River was a more reasonable 
boundary for Maine. Tat would attach about a third of today’s Maine to New 
Brunswick and provide for a much more direct connection between Nova 
Scotia and Quebec. During the War of 1812, Lord Bathurst, the secretary for 
war and the colonies, sent orders to Nova Scotia to “rectify” the boundary by 
occupying “that part of the District of Maine which at present intercepts the 
communication between Halifax and Quebec.”17 In August 1814, British forces 
invaded and occupied everything east of the Penobscot River. 

Te British obviously hoped the new boundary would be permanent, but 
even if it was not, they were determined to keep the Passamaquoddy Bay 
islands. Soon afer the invasion, all men on Moose Island were forced to 
swear an oath of allegiance to the king. In the mainland part of the occupied 
zone men had a choice: Tey could swear the oath to the king, or a diferent 
oath that pledged them only to behave “peaceably and quietly,” and refrain 
from carrying arms.18 Even afer the war, when Americans took back con-
trol of Maine, British forces refused to evacuate Moose Island. Tey occupied 
it for three more years before fnally giving up and departing in 1818. Tis 
evacuation created some uncertainty on the British side. If Americans had 
managed to wrest possession of Moose Island from New Brunswick, what 
else might they do? Was any island safe? Meanwhile, American mapmakers 
became more assertive, boldly including all the Passamaquoddy Islands in 
maps of the newly independent state of Maine.19 

As late as the 1820s, those looking at the region from afar saw the bound-
ary as unfxed. It was a line on a map, which had the potential to be drawn and 
redrawn, altered by force, or lef for future adjustment. To people who lived 
there, however, that line became fxed much earlier. Tough the border was 
permeable, and crossing or trading over it was routine, no one seems to have 
expected it to shif. And as missionary societies supplied ever more resources 
to Maine communities and mapped out the limits of their mission felds more 
precisely, changes to the boundary became more and more unlikely. 

As diplomats maneuvered, the region they were attempting to delin-
eate saw fourishing missionary activity. Te population of northern New 
England was increasing exponentially, and the District of Maine was the epi-
center. It had about one hundred thousand residents in 1790. By 1810 that 
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more than doubled, and by 1820 it tripled.20 Similar, if slightly slower, growth 
took place in New Hampshire, Vermont, upstate New York, and the Ohio 
country. In many cases, the fastest growth happened in the most remote set-
tlements, directly alongside the border: Passamaquoddy Bay in Maine, the 
Champlain Valley in Vermont, the Genesee country in New York, and the 
Western Reserve in Ohio. 

Members of Congregational Church organizations in southern New 
England were greatly concerned by this growth. Te settlers were “our fellow 
Citizens,” and without preaching, Bibles, or schools for their children, they 
might lose all “principles of Religion and morality.”21 In the late 1780s, Boston’s 
SPGNA began to hire ministers to itinerate in Maine, and the Missionary Soci-
ety of Connecticut arose to serve that state’s emigrants in Vermont and New 
York. Both organizations also promoted the need for outreach to the Indi-
ans, but in private decided that outreach was impractical. Native American 
communities in Maine were Catholic, having been converted by the French 
in the seventeenth century, and they fatly rejected all overtures from Protes-
tants. Te Connecticut society sometimes tried sending ministers to Native 
towns in New York, but they failed to make much progress either. Te societies 
responded by devoting almost all their resources to white settlers in “the back 
settlements.” Teir successes led to a food of similar societies, all collaborating 
on the same goal. Te Berkshire and Columbia Missionary Society, the Mas-
sachusetts Missionary Society, the Evangelical, Hampshire, New Hampshire, 
and Maine Missionary Societies—each added more funding and ministers to 
the network. By 1810 these societies together had achieved remarkably thor-
ough coverage, reaching even the newest and most remote communities in the 
northeastern states. 

Te papers of these missionary societies provide a wealth of ground-level 
detail on life in the northeastern borderlands. Itinerant ministers were required 
to submit detailed descriptions of their travels before receiving payment. In 
some cases—the SPGNA, for one—these letters and journals themselves sur-
vive. In others, summaries of missionary activity, complete with excerpts from 
letters, were published in annual reports. As time went on the societies began 
to focus more on sending printed material to the settlements, and so they 
required ever more precise accounting. Ministers were asked to detail exact 
numbers of each title, how many copies went to each town, and what contribu-
tions they collected from locals. Tis change brought a certain level of defen-
siveness about border crossing, as well. A minister providing only sermons 
might not need to justify a quick trip over the line in search of an audience. 
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Once he was assigned a particular county, however, and was entrusted with 
books, time spent in New Brunswick rather than Maine required an expla-
nation. Ministers wrote of locals asking them to cross over, or of the locals 
crossing themselves in search of preaching. Te result is an extensive collection 
of reports from the ground in borderland communities, in which the permea-
bility of the border can be tracked over time. 

It is clear that borderland residents believed there was a line, knew where 
it was, and understood that it demarcated their rights as American citizens or 
British subjects. But they ofen dismissed the idea that the border should serve 
as a hard barrier for preachers. One reason was the wide variety of preachers 
operating in the northeast in the late eighteenth century. When emigrants 
from southern New England frst began to move to what became Nova Sco-
tia, New Brunswick, and Maine in the 1760s, they brought their Congrega-
tional Churches with them. As settlement accelerated afer the Revolution, 
however, religious enthusiasm and itinerant preaching grew in tandem. Even 
though the Congregational was the established church of Massachusetts, and 
the Anglican the established church of British North America, all sorts of 
ministers were circulating. Methodists, Presbyterians, Quakers, and Baptists 
all vied to reach the burgeoning settlements. In Nova Scotia, a particularly 
charismatic preacher named Henry Alline inspired the “New Light” move-
ment. Even Catholic priests made their rounds to serve Native communities 
and the small groups of Irish Catholics that were beginning to arrive. By the 
1780s and 1790s the region had become a thriving religious marketplace. As 
an example, one study counted at least twenty-six distinct itinerant preachers 
visiting the community of Liverpool, Nova Scotia in those years. Tere were 
ffeen Methodists, eight New Lights, two Quakers, and a Presbyterian.22 

Most of these men paid little attention to the international boundary afer 
it was created. Many in British territory were originally from New England. 
Tey had emigrated north as children and saw all English-speaking settlers 
as souls to be saved, regardless of whether they were subjects or citizens. And 
though settlements on both sides of the border were growing, northern New 
England was growing the fastest. Henry Alline (born in Rhode Island) set an 
example by crossing to Maine just afer the peace in 1783. He aimed to itiner-
ate all the way to Boston, but took ill and died while preaching in New Hamp-
shire. By the 1790s, at least fve Nova Scotia New Lights were regular visitors 
to eastern Maine: James and Edward Manning, James Murphy, Daniel Shaw, 
and Elijah Estabrooks. Murphy and the Manning brothers even managed 
to establish a New Light church in Machias, Maine—by harassing the local 
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Congregational minister and “publicly . . . mention[ing] him, in prayers, as 
an unconverted person,” until he lef. Te people of Machias apparently did 
not discriminate against these preachers from British territory. Good preach-
ing was welcome, regardless of what direction it came from.23 

As a result, when Congregational itinerants began to visit the region from 
southern New England, they crossed the border as well. Ministers preached 
wherever they could fnd an audience, even if it was in British territory. Te 
instructions they received in those years also tended to encourage a laissez-
faire attitude toward the mission felds. Te frst public statements from the 
Connecticut Missionary Society were quite vague, specifying only “destitute 
settlements” populated by “brethren emigrants.”24 Some men demanded more 
guidance. When Rev. Daniel Staniford was asked to attend to “the settlements 
on Connecticut River, adjacent to . . . Lower Canada,” he complained about 
receiving “no particular instructions from the Society.”25 When the SPGNA 
assigned Levi Frisbie to “the eastern settlements,” Frisbie requested “further 
Instructions respecting the extent and bounds of my circuit.”26 

Crossing the border was especially simple in eastern Maine, because of 
the constant communication between British and American towns by water. 
It must have been refreshing, afer struggling along between tiny settlements 
served by poor roads, to be able to simply row across the bay from one large 
town to the next. Jonathan Fisher of Blue Hill, Maine, was one preacher who 
took advantage. On his frst mission trip, in 1801, Fisher preached his way 
up the coast to Passamaquoddy Bay, and then carried on over the line into 
British territory. In his journal, Fisher mentioned big crowds in New Bruns-
wick. He preached in at least three diferent towns and claimed to have drawn 
“probably more than 200 persons, of four if not fve denominations” for one 
sermon.27 Another Maine minister, Jotham Sewall, spent years serving the 
eastern towns of the district for the Massachusetts Missionary Society, before 
eventually deciding that he too should go ahead and cross the border. He 
visited Reverend Fisher on at least one of his trips eastward, which might 
have afected his thinking. Perhaps Fisher told him about his sizable New 
Brunswick audiences. On Sewall’s second or third trip to the borderland, he 
tested the waters with a quick visit over the line. Te following year he did 
much more, preaching multiple times in just about every sizable community 
on the British side of the bay.28 

Another factor playing into this border crossing was pressure from the 
parishioners themselves. As mentioned above, there was constant commu-
nication between British and American settlements over the water. Locals 
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were sometimes frustrated by missionaries’ reluctance to cross such an eas-
ily crossable border. As missionary societies provided more circumscribed 
mission felds, ministers sometimes wrote that they were being pressured to 
ignore the border. Alexander Maclean found himself in this sort of situation 
in the summer of 1803, as he was performing a mission for the SPGNA. Afer 
weeks of successful itinerating in western Maine and along the coast, Maclean 
headed for the “plantations bordering on New Brunswick” in mid-August. 
When he arrived, however, he had trouble fnding a crowd. He began visit-
ing one home at a time—directed from family to family, most ofen by the 
woman of the house. A Mrs. Goddard referred him to her sister Mrs. Brew-
ers, who then suggested that Maclean cross the border and visit the Method-
ist preacher Duncan McColl. Tis provided quite a reversal of fortune. Afer 
lots of “edifying discourse,” McColl recommended that Maclean preach on 
the British side instead. McColl claimed that he regularly crossed to speak 
on the American side, and that people from both sides of the river would 
probably attend. Maclean “cheerfully consented . . . as there appeared to me 
no prospect of having an assembly [in Maine].” Te next day “a very solemn 
and attentive” audience showed up for his sermon, “tho very few from the 
American side of the river.”29 

Te day afer Maclean’s sermon, a man named Cales from the New Bruns-
wick town of St. Andrews introduced himself. Cales was originally from Essex 
County, Massachusetts—and so not all that diferent from the many Massa-
chusetts settlers on the American side of the river. He asked Maclean to come 
preach in St. Andrews too. Maclean said no, at frst. He was uncomfortable and 
noted that it was “entirely out of my power & inconsistent with my engage-
ment.” Cales was disappointed, but asked when the minister might reach Rob-
binston, Maine. Robbinston was easily accessible from St. Andrews, and if the 
minister would not cross over, the listeners themselves would. Maclean was a 
bit frustrated by the whole experience. His next sermon on the American side 
of the line “had but few hearers.” Ten he departed, as he wrote to the SPGNA, 
“having received the kindest treatment from the people on the British side of 
the river,” and nothing but disinterest from the Americans.30 

Tis was not the last that the SPGNA heard from the people of St. Andrews. 
Te town had one minister in residence—an Anglican, coincidentally named 
Reverend Andrews—but he was getting older and could not preach every 
week. Te parishioners were obviously quite aware of ministerial services on 
the other side of the river. A few years afer Maclean’s visit, a Reverend Oliver 
spent much of 1805 and 1806 traveling around eastern Maine. It appears from 
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his letters that while visiting Eastport he made several visits to St. Andrews. 
Ten, in 1817, Reverend Daniel Lovejoy provided the SPGNA with an expla-
nation of what was happening. Lovejoy wrote that he knew the society wanted 
his services “principally performed in Robbinston,” and also that he was not 
supposed to preach in places where there was a settled minister. Te trouble 
was that people from St. Andrews kept attending his services and pressing him 
to preach on the British side. When he fnally agreed, “the people attended 
remarkably well . . . I had many more hearers in this place than any other, 
where I preached during my mission.” So Lovejoy began visiting St. Andrews 
every Sabbath; it appears he preached in the morning in Maine, and in the 
afernoon or evening in New Brunswick.31 

Rev. Lovejoy, like Alexander Maclean, felt defensive about the border 
crossing. He took pains to mention that he knew St. Andrews was “within 
the British dominions,” but that the aged Anglican clergymen had given his 
blessing to the visits. He also noted that the cash donation from the people of 
St. Andrews—twenty dollars—was the second largest total that he managed to 
collect in his travels. Te St. Andrews parishioners apparently also sent a letter 
to explain the situation and confrm Lovejoy’s story. Alexander Maclean had 
adopted a similarly defensive tone in complaining about his American audi-
ences a few years earlier. Many people on the New Brunswick side were orig-
inally from America anyway: “Te inhabitants on the [eastern] side . . . are 
partly Americans partly British, [and] . . . a kind hospitable, religious people.” 
And yet neither the cash donations nor the ambiguous nationality of these 
borderland people seems to have swayed the SPGNA. Afer 1804, they were 
committed to collecting information on Maine settlements so as to better dis-
tribute their resources in Maine. Tough they sent Lovejoy back to Robbin-
ston repeatedly over the following years, he never again mentioned crossing 
the border. Te SPGNA may have asked him to stop, or he might have decided 
that the St. Andrews visits were frowned upon and kept them unofcial.32 

Documents exploring this dynamic from the British provinces into the 
United States are a little harder to come by. Tis dearth arises in part because 
the New England missionary societies sent many more preachers to the bor-
derland than did British missionary societies. Te few sources that do exist, 
however, seem to confrm a similar experience. Te London Missionary 
Society (LMS) provides the most direct comparison with the various New 
England missionary societies. Te LMS and the New England societies were 
all Congregational organizations (“dissenters” in England), they communi-
cated with each other, and they shared essentially the same goals. Te LMS 
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was outnumbered by the New England societies, but it was large and wealthy 
and aimed to serve places as far afeld as the Cape of Good Hope and the 
South Pacifc. Although the LMS saw British North America as a minor part 
of its feld, it did occasionally send ministers there. It appears from their let-
ters that crossing the border was just as easy from the British side, and bor-
derland Americans just as welcoming to visiting preachers.33 

In 1800, the LMS sent two men, Clark Benton and John Mitchell, to Lower 
Canada (today Quebec). Te LMS was responding to a letter from Protestant 
English speakers in Quebec City, who were dissatisfed with their preaching 
options. Quebec was overwhelmingly Catholic and French speaking, but the 
city had one Anglican and one Presbyterian minister to serve Protestants. 
Apparently, there was a market for a dissenting minister. Benton and Mitchell 
were instructed to go where they were needed within the province, so upon 
arrival Benton chose to stay in Quebec City, and Mitchell ended up in New 
Carlisle, a small fshing community on the Gulf of St. Lawrence. In Quebec, 
Benton hired a room for Sunday services and attempted to assemble a congre-
gation. By about a year later he claimed ffy or sixty weekly listeners, though 
he also complained about a lack of books and communication from London.34 

Benton had a difcult time in Quebec City. Te established Anglican and 
Presbyterian communities were unfriendly and attacked him for attempting 
to perform marriages and baptisms. In 1803 he decided to cross the border 
temporarily to get a pamphlet published that responded to his critics. Benton 
was thrilled to be in the States, where apparently he fnally felt welcomed. 
Te Connecticut Missionary Society had been serving small towns in the 
Champlain Valley of Vermont and New York for years, so the arrival of a 
random preacher was a common occurrence. Benton made his way south, 
preaching in Middlebury and Cornwall, Vermont, and Albany and Troy, New 
York. Around Albany he had his pamphlet printed, attended a couple of ordi-
nations, and was even invited to preach to an assembly of ministers. His let-
ters made pointed mention—in an ironic reversal of Maclean’s experience in 
Passamaquoddy Bay—of how nice and welcoming the Americans were com-
pared to the decidedly unfriendly atmosphere in Lower Canada. Benton took 
his time heading back north, itinerating around Vermont for a while and 
preaching in a few more towns. Finally he made his way to Quebec City, pre-
sented his (apparently quite pointed) pamphlet, and was promptly arrested 
and imprisoned for libel.35 

Very few British ministers ventured as far into the United States as Ben-
ton did. Tose who briefy popped over the border, though, in the same 
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manner as SPGNA ministers around Passamaquoddy Bay, seem to have 
been received well. Methodist Church records from New Brunswick indi-
cate that Duncan McColl did indeed preach in Maine regularly, just as he 
told Alexander Maclean. In 1804, McColl reported to superiors in Halifax 
that he “frequently spent some months . . . in the U. States.” A few years later 
he claimed to have sparked a minor revival in Calais, Maine, just across the 
river from his home in St. Stephen. Some American women had asked him 
to come preach, which led to “powerful conversions.”36 Even Rev. Andrews 
in St. Andrews crossed over to Robbinston once in a while, though mostly to 
baptize babies rather than to preach.37 

Tis freedom to cross the border and maximize one’s audience aligned 
well with the goals of the New England missionary societies when they were 
frst organized. In their earliest mission statements most societies were quite 
expansive. Tey announced plans to serve all in need of the gospel, wherever 
they might be. When Connecticut Congregationalists frst began to organize 
their missionary eforts, they wrote of the “destitute state of the settlements 
now forming in the wilderness to the Westward and N. Westward of us . . . 
many of whom are our Brethren Emigrants.”38 Tere was no reason for this 
missionizing to exclude settlements in British territory, which were also pop-
ulated by many Connecticut emigrants. Te SPGNA put its broad vision 
directly into its name, specifying “Indians and others in North America,” 
rather than the United States. It did not intend at frst to focus on the District 
of Maine; that situation developed over time, as the society collected more 
money from the Massachusetts legislature. In its early years, the SPGNA occa-
sionally sent ministers west instead of east and provided services to at least 
one Indian community in New York. Another group, the Maine Missionary 
Society, was even more ambitious. Due to the “great objects which the society 
have in view,” it investigated the possibility of sending missionaries west to 
the Mississippi country, or even east to Africa. Te stated goal of the Maine 
society was to “send the glorious gospel to those who are destitute of . . . reli-
gious instruction.” Tis description applied to people just about anywhere.39 

Te SPGNA was the frst of the missionary societies to align itself explicitly 
with state government and treat state boundaries as the limits of its mission 
feld. It began that process in 1791, when it secured an annual grant from the 
Massachusetts legislature with the promise to “disseminate the principles of 
religion and morality” in the District of Maine.40 Te SPGNA used that grant 
to pay the salaries of the ministers itinerating in the district, which freed its 
remaining funds for books and pamphlets. Te society purchased massive 
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numbers of books—not just Bibles and testaments, but also spelling books, 
primers, and other works for children. By 1800 SPGNA ministers had distrib-
uted close to nine thousand books in communities throughout the northeast. 
Te focus on books had a side efect of reducing border crossing as well; the 
word of God was free to all, but books cost money and were intended for 
Maine citizens. Jonathan Fisher, now working for the SPGNA, wrote of deliv-
ering a “horse load” of books along a 118-mile circuit of eastern Maine between 
Penobscot Bay and the border. Tough he may have remembered his big New 
Brunswick audiences fondly, he did not report bringing them any books.41 

In 1804 the SPGNA raised the stakes in its partnership with the Com-
monwealth of Massachusetts. Instead of promising to spread morality and 
civilization in a general way, the SPGNA ofered itself more explicitly as a 
partner in state-building. Te society and the state, it turned out, had a great 
deal in common. Maine was experiencing an increasing amount of political 
and religious turbulence. As one SPGNA missionary put it in 1797, “the reli-
gious state of Maine is not as one could wish.” Te district was crawling with 
“zealous” Baptists, Methodists, New Lights, and many others, preachers who 
lacked training and “scriptural knowledge” and who led the unwary into “a 
religious [sic] of the imagination & into strange & very hurtful opinions.”42 

Furthermore, many Maine settlers distrusted educated preachers, labeling 
them “grand folks.” Te Congregationalists felt that they were losing ground 
in the spiritual marketplace, but they started to see schools as a way to reverse 
this trend. In towns where missionaries served as both preacher and school-
master, they were more appreciated in the latter role. One missionary in the 
town of Ellsworth made it clear that the townspeople only tolerated his pres-
ence for the sake of their children’s education. An Ellsworth committee wrote 
to the missionary society with the same message, noting that the whole town 
wanted Rev. Nurse for a teacher, but only half wanted him for a preacher.43 

Tis focus on schools coincided with a gradual narrowing of the expan-
sive missionary work the societies had anticipated. Tough the kingdom of 
God was vast, and the need for missionaries global, there was a lot of demand 
to be met in the American backcountry. Tere was also a growing recog-
nition that British organizations like the London Missionary Society were 
partners rather than rivals. Te Connecticut Missionary Society exchanged 
letters with the LMS and published excerpts in its periodical. According to 
one such letter, there was “a glorious space to traverse” between British and 
American territory, and itinerants from both sides would eventually meet in 
the middle: “Te Atlantic fowing between prevents not our united hands 
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and hearts from cordially meeting in this work.” Readers knew that the LMS 
sent ministers to Canada and other parts of British North America, and so 
those places were covered. New Englanders could feel free to concentrate 
on their own backyard, where those troublesome Maine settlers were being 
seduced by unlettered Baptists.44 

While the Congregationalists had religious anxiety about Maine, the Com-
monwealth of Massachusetts had political anxiety. Te families moving to 
the northeastern frontier needed to be reminded that they fell under Boston’s 
authority. Te 1790s had seen a resurgence of backcountry resistance to large 
landowners, especially in the newly settled towns of central Maine. Massachu-
setts legislators did not know what was more troubling, the chaos caused by 
these “liberty men” in their attacks on land surveyors, or the possibility that 
they would give up on settling in Maine. If the state failed to provide, these 
people could move west—or worse, to British territory. Te SPGNA directly 
addressed this fear in its petition for more funding. Expanding the mission 
to include schools would give Massachusetts an edge by inducing “people of 
sober life and conversation” to choose the District of Maine “in preference to 
going into New York, the Canadas and other places without the Common-
wealth.” Schools were particularly necessary in the borderland around Passa-
maquoddy Bay, since those towns were “situated near the people of a foreign 
province, the sovereign of which, regards the conditions of his subjects in the 
wilderness with a tender eye.” Massachusetts certainly did not wish to be out-
maneuvered by the tender eye of George III.45 

Some people in Massachusetts were concerned about the possibility of 
Maine becoming an independent state. Te missionary society was asking for 
a thousand dollars, which was double its previous grant. Why spend all this 
money to set up schools in a place that might break away from the Common-
wealth entirely? Te SPGNA petition addressed the issue by arguing, essen-
tially, that state boundaries mattered less than national boundaries. Whether 
Maine became independent or not, the people there would always be “our 
brethren.” Should “events of a future day sever them from this state . . . they 
[would] remain a part of the nation.” And Massachusetts would always have 
an interest in the development of Maine’s economy and commerce.46 Tese 
arguments seem to have quieted any doubts about the wisdom of funding 
operations in Maine. A legislative committee responded warmly, thanking the 
SPGNA for its “essential service . . . with incalculable benefts to the inhabi-
tants and to the Commonwealth.”47 Te state approved the increased grant. 
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And so the SPGNA asked its ministers to expand their work. Tey had 
been preachers; now they became census takers of a sort. What the SPGNA 
asked for, however, went beyond the simple survey that was the US census. 
Under the Constitution, the decennial census simply counted the population, 
sorting people based on age, sex, and status as free or enslaved. Te SPGNA 
asked for not only numbers, but also “the general state of the people . . . [and] 
the particular state of the several towns and plantations through which you 
pass.” Ministers were supposed to paint a detailed picture with this data about 
who exactly these people were and how willing and able they were to support 
churches. Te SPGNA may also have provided more specifc guidance in let-
ters that have not survived, because several ministers submitted charts with 
extremely precise detail. Benjamin Chadwick, afer spending the summer of 
1804 serving Kennebec and Lincoln counties, produced a neat grid detailing 
the forty-two towns he visited, their populations, where their residents had 
emigrated from, what denominations were present, the “religious disposi-
tion” and ability to support schools, and the number of existing schoolhouses 
and houses of worship.48 Te same year in Hancock and Washington coun-
ties, Alfred Johnson contributed his aforementioned chart of more than ffy 
towns and townships, with a similar level of detail.49 

SPGNA ministers were particularly careful with their accounting of 
communities close to New Brunswick. Alfred Johnson’s chart divided Wash-
ington County into two parts: a “North Circle” around Machias and an “East 
Circle” directly on the border. Te largest settlement in the area was East-
port, on Moose Island, which had 100 families and over 500 people. John-
son seems to have taken for granted that Moose Island was part of Maine, 
and he spent a signifcant amount of time there. But Johnson also accounted 
for the tiniest of unnamed townships, many with only a handful of fami-
lies. Another unsigned and undated chart from the SPGNA records (likely 
from the same year) divided the borderland towns into “About Passama-
quoddy” and “On Schoodic River.” Te Schoodic was the local name for the 
Saint Croix, so towns “on Schoodic” were directly across the river from New 
Brunswick. Tis person traveled up the river to unnamed townships number 
six and seven, reporting that only ten families lived there, and that they had 
no money to support schools or the gospel. Te anonymous itinerant, like 
Johnson, was much more bullish on Moose Island and Eastport, writing that 
it had considerable prospects and would be a place of great consequence 
in trade.50 
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Tese charts of the Maine borderland were intended to facilitate the 
establishment of schools, but they did more than that. Compiling the data 
maps changed the way Congregational missionaries understood their feld. 
In their earliest missions, preachers had been asked to look for destitute set-
tlements and people in need. Tey were supposed to fnd an audience. It was 
not that difcult to convince Alexander Maclean to cross into New Bruns-
wick because he felt that his job, at least in part, was to reach the maximum 
number of people. Now, in 1804, SPGNA employees were being asked to take 
a step back. Instead of assembling an audience, they were to provide a sta-
tistical picture of the district. Te picture they provided altered the work of 
itinerants even once the focus returned to preaching. 

Ephraim Abbott accepted a SPGNA mission to Passamaquoddy Bay in 
1811. Like his predecessors, he did most of his preaching in the larger towns 
of Robbinston, Schoodic (Calais), and Eastport. Yet Abbott also made sev-
eral trips upriver to preach in those tiny numbered townships recorded in the 
1804 charts. He mentioned specifc visits to townships one, three, six, seven, 
twelve, and seventeen.51 Abbott could easily have devoted some time to the 
New Brunswick towns on the other side of the river. He could also have vis-
ited Campobello or Grand Manan Island, which were close by and had lots of 
settlers, many of whom were recent emigrants from the United States. Islands 
in the bay were far more accessible than tiny, remote, upriver townships—and 
the crowds would have been better. But neither island had been included in 
the data maps compiled by SPGNA missionaries. Tese maps helped the bor-
der evolve into more of a barrier for Abbott than it had been in the past. Te 
society and its missionaries knew exactly which communities they would be 
serving. Tese changing ideas about the border also help explain why Daniel 
Lovejoy was so apologetic in his letters of 1817, explaining that he knew the 
town of St. Andrews was British, and that he was not really supposed to be 
preaching there. SPGNA ministers were supposed to be improving the lives of 
Maine settlers. Preaching to “brethren” emigrants wherever they might be was 
no longer the mission. 

* * * 

Borders are sometimes fxed in place through intense, high-level diplomatic 
processes. Empires and nations challenge each other with conficting maps, 
fghting to lock down their peripheries. But this is not always how border-
making works. Sometimes lines can be fxed through collaboration, rather 
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than confict, and this is what happened in the early nineteenth-century 
District of Maine. Itinerant American ministers came to an understanding 
with their British counterparts. Tey asked for and received state funding to 
allow them to expand their book distribution and open schools. Ten they 
built the data maps they needed to serve their borderland parishioners and 
began distributing resources accordingly. Tough diplomats continued for 
years to draw and debate lines on maps, the actual work was done on the 
ground. Missionaries mapped the data, and the data maps created a mean-
ingful border. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Depicting and Defining the Plantation in 
the Early English Caribbean, 1625–1675 

Paul Musselwhite 

Despite being an intensely contested space, maps of the early English Carib-
bean depict few borders. Tey are, though, pockmarked with settler claims 
in the form of “plantations.” Richard Ligon’s famous 1657 map of Barbados 
was an early example of the form; Ligon depicted the island as an unbordered 
space interspersed with hills, mounted horsemen, escaping enslaved people, 
and draf animals, but along the leeward coast he marked a string of small 
rectangular symbols and names (see Figure 5.1).1 Modern viewers instinc-
tively recognize these symbols as plantations and understand them immedi-
ately through the lens of a rich scholarship that has identifed the plantation 
as a private space of commercial agriculture and brutal racialized labor 
exploitation. Nobody stops to notice the absence of lines delimiting these 
places, even though surveying and enclosure are recognized as a critical pre-
cursor of this Atlantic form of capitalist agriculture. Te omission, though, 
is signifcant. Te absence of lines on a map, as much as their presence, can 
be revealing about the way a space was claimed. In this case it provides an 
important insight into what was actually a messy process of defning the 
plantation as a form of settler possession in the frst half-century of English 
settlement in the region. 

England’s earliest Caribbean cartographers, such as Ligon, marked plan-
tations as nodes, more akin to the towns and villages on contemporary Euro-
pean maps, rather than as the two-dimensional bounded spaces that were 
beginning to be charted by contemporary property surveyors in England and 
even in other colonial zones such as Ireland and Bermuda. English surveyors 
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Figure 5.1. Richard Ligon, A topographicall description and admeasurement of 
the yland of Barbados in the West Indyaes: with the mrs. names of the seureall 
plantacons. 1657. Reproduction courtesy of the Norman B. Leventhal Map & 
Education Center at the Boston Public Library. 

certainly had the necessary skills and experience to quickly master the sur-
face area of comparatively small Caribbean islands; in fact, they began draw-
ing plats for individual deeds by the late 1640s. Yet, mapmakers chose not to 
even gesture at such lines when they drafed maps of the English islands. Tey 
sought to portray plantations as unbounded nodes of settler power rather than 
bounded acreages granted by the state. Even as “plantations” became spaces 
of naked capitalist exploitation and surveyed boundaries began to appear in 
land transactions, planters cultivated and adapted the plantation’s associations 
with the public good and public authority in the service of retaining far more 
commercial and legal independence than they would have enjoyed as mere 
freeholders. Making plantations appear like towns, with power over elusive 
hinterlands, in the cartographic evidence that reached England was part of an 
efort to defne exactly what kind of place a plantation was. 

Te absence of boundaries on early maps, and this larger efort to defne 
the plantation, has been overlooked because historians have long considered 
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the plantation as a precociously private space. One of the foundations for the 
standard account of the rise of the plantation complex is the drive for private 
property. Scholars have long argued that, among European invaders in the 
Americas, English colonists were uniquely fxated on private landownership, 
property boundaries, and proft, and that this mindset made the emergence 
of slavery and plantation agriculture seem rational and inevitable in Anglo-
America.2 Recent historiography has challenged this picture of inevitability 
by recovering other English Caribbean models built around local production, 
inter-imperial trade, and privateering.3 However, even much of this analysis 
assumes a clear dichotomy between plantation and nonplantation models. 
Accepting the defnition of the private, capitalist plantation, it assumes that 
every place described as a “plantation” in the Caribbean, and every node 
marked on Ligon’s map, refected at least the aspiration to establish nakedly 
acquisitive commerce, overlooking the many “plantations” elsewhere in the 
English Atlantic that were organized around purposes as diverse as gathering 
congregations of the elect or drying cod.4 Te assumption that the plantation 
represented one simple path of development fattens the picture of the emer-
gence of capital-intensive, slave-powered agriculture. In fact, the plantation 
was a completely new form of colonial place that was still being defned and 
redefned in ways that mediated the struggles that historians have identifed 
over the growth of capitalism and state power. 

Tis essay argues that cartography itself served as a medium for that 
debate about the nature and purpose of the plantation. Ligon’s map of Bar-
bados refected the aspirations of an emerging commercial and slave-owning 
class on the island in the 1650s, but the contours of the debate became clear 
in the wealth of maps depicting the newly acquired island of Jamaica in the 
1660s and 1670s. In the afermath of Oliver Cromwell’s ill-fated Western 
Design to conquer the Spanish Indies in 1655, when the English sought to sal-
vage their pride by “planting” Jamaica, they confronted head-on the ambiva-
lent meanings inherent in that objective.5 Under the governorship of Tomas 
Modyford there was an unprecedented outpouring of maps of Jamaica, rep-
resenting an efort to defne the nature of its plantations, in the space between 
nodes of public settler authority and bounded spaces of private commerce 
within the Restoration Empire. Parishes became bounded spaces while 
plantations remained nodes, albeit with new output-oriented details. While 
Jamaica would take decades to eclipse the sugar profts fowing from Bar-
bados, its prodigious crop of cartography helped to refne the defnition of 
plantation much earlier. Tey attest to the intellectual efort that went into 
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constructing the plantation as a potent new conceptual and spatial tech-
nology of settler colonial appropriation and racial capitalism—a technology 
so powerful that generations of scholars have employed the English-derived 
term “plantation” to describe a whole system of slave-powered commercial 
agriculture that came to shape the modern world. 

Conceiving the Plantation 

Since the sixteenth century British thinkers had described colonizing eforts, 
particularly in Ireland, as a process of “planting civility” in barbarous fron-
tier zones. Drawing from deep classical and Christian traditions they defned 
civility as manifest in towns and cities, and they were convinced that only 
arable agriculture, or “planting,” would allow a sufciently large and sedentary 
population to support these institutions. Early English ideas about “planting” 
and colonialism were, therefore, not about appropriating land for private 
individuals to plant particular crops, but rather about completely dismantling 
Indigenous pastoral societies that they viewed as too atomized and privatized; 
“planting” involved reconstituting colonial space with new social and political 
units structured around English settlers who would practice the right form 
of agriculture to underpin “civility.” Tese new communities were initially 
described as colonies, seigneuries, or towns, but around the turn of the seven-
teenth century the novel term “plantation” began to be applied to places being 
constructed and claimed by the logic of “planting.”6 

Plantations, then, involved the appropriation of land, but the plantation 
was not a private landholding, but rather an exercise in commonwealth-
building that Francis Bacon described as among the most “ancient, primitive, 
and heroical works.”7 Te Crown claimed and then leased land to companies 
and individuals to engage in plantation—to allocate and manage a collec-
tion of land rights and jurisdictions with the aim of establishing a stable new 
settler community. Plantations therefore ofered an opportunity for prac-
tical experimentation in diferent forms of public and private landholding 
that colonial projectors believed best suited to cultivating the civic virtue 
that supposedly underpinned the colonial endeavor.8 Planners were certainly 
not naïve; they recognized that private gain was essential to incentivize indi-
viduals; as one English planter in Ireland noted, “this word Myne is a strong 
warrior, every man for his owne will adventure farre.”9 Te key, though, for 
those schooled in Renaissance humanist thought, was how to balance the 
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allocation of private land with other types of public property that would give 
colonists a shared stake in the venture and support public infrastructure. 

Early English plantations difered considerably from one another in the 
structure of land distribution. Plans for plantations in Ireland ranged from 
neo-Roman colonies in which a community of small-scale landholders were 
centered on a city that would collectively manage public works, to hierarchi-
cal seigneuries in which manorial lords received land from the Crown and 
collected rents but were expected to provide public services to their tenants.10 

When the Virginia Company began granting private land in the 1610s they also 
established plantations as corporate communities charged with dividing the 
land in service of the public good and establishing commons. Te rival faction 
of colonial investors who took control of the Bermuda Company in these same 
years favored a manorial model in which wealthy individuals established “fam-
ilies” of tenants on their “shares.”11 In all of these cases, though, the “plantation” 
was the spatial container for working out these questions of political theory. 

Despite its reputation as a place for grasping opportunists, the geography 
of the early English Caribbean was also defned by plantations envisioned 
within the terms of this debate over public and private interests. When Sir 
Tomas Warner established the frst successful English colony in the Carib-
bean on St. Christopher in 1623, he erected a fortifed compound not unlike 
early English colonies elsewhere and termed this settlement “a Plantacon.” 
Commissioning him as governor of the island a few years later, the Earl of 
Carlisle noted that, by establishing the plantation, Warner had been “direct-
ing his Studies and endevours wholy unto Piety and ye publique.”12 Notably, 
though, other groups of investors and colonists settling on St. Christopher 
settled their own beachheads on other parts of the island as separate plan-
tations with distinct jurisdictions and landholding patterns.13 Elsewhere in 
the Caribbean, English colonial planners experimented with other forms of 
landholding and land use. On Barbados the initial settlement by Sir William 
Courteen eschewed private landholding and operated the plantation as a 
shared commercial enterprise. Te Providence Island Company, established 
in 1630, settled the whole of Providence Island as a single plantation divided 
into tenancies with colonists laboring in families. In all of these cases the 
plantation remained a community organizing land distribution.14 

Gradually, over the next two decades, the idea of plantations under the 
primary direction of one resident planter emerged. In the mid-1630s the Earl 
of Carlisle, who secured the proprietorship of most of the English Caribbean 
islands, began granting land as tenancies to those who would acknowledge 
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his ultimate authority over the archipelago. Many colonists gratefully took the 
grants in an efort to secure their title to land amid a welter of conficting 
authorities. It quickly became evident, though, that they rejected Carlisle’s 
claim to collect rents and regulate commerce in the islands. In that context 
many colonists chose to begin describing their private lands, which were now 
ostensibly tenancies from the proprietor, as “plantations”; by the late 1640s 
new arrivals to Barbados, including Richard Ligon and a group of French ref-
ugees, were being advised to purchase a “plantation.” English Caribbean set-
tlers retained the term because it still carried public connotations that implied 
that their efort had vested their property with a legitimacy and authority that 
rivaled Carlisle’s proprietary claim rather than being derived from it. Te result 
was a confusing array of people and authorities across the English Caribbean 
claiming vastly diferent sized territories as plantations built upon a hybrid 
public-private identity, all participating in a broader debate about how land 
should be used to balance private interests with the public good.15 

Te increasingly precise art of private estate surveying, which was taking 
root in England during the seventeenth century, was quickly introduced to 
try to settle questions of property and authority, but surviving evidence sug-
gests that it only served to inscribe some of the contradictions. A uniquely 
surviving Barbadian land survey from the 1640s, undertaken by John Hapcott 
for property purchased by Tomas Middleton, depicts a nuanced mixture of 
public and private spaces on the landscape. Dating from the very start of the 
consolidation of large-scale sugar production, Hapcott’s survey delineates an 
abstract acreage of land for private conveyance, and it originated at a moment 
of unprecedented land transactions on the island, as smaller properties were 
traded and consolidated into larger acreages ideal for sugar cultivation. How-
ever, the description states that it represented “the forme of three hundred 
acres of Land” within “the Ffort Plantation.” Te name “Ffort Plantation,” 
which dated to the original settlement of the island in 1627, referred to the 
prior existence of the “Plantacion forte” nearby. St. James Church also stood 
within the bounds of the land being patented, as did three smaller parcels of 
land that are designated as belonging to tenant farmers. Te spatial designa-
tion of “plantation” was therefore clearly tied to these public buildings and 
institutions, and it implied a community with a complex set of relationships 
that were underpinned by various forms of private landholding. Te planta-
tion remained something more than a mere enclosed private farm.16 

Despite the huge profts being made from the nascent sugar industry on 
Barbados and the consequent incentives for wealthy investors to amass land 
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for cane cultivation, the political and ideological forces at play in the English 
Atlantic during the 1640s and 1650s kept the idea of the plantation as a civic 
community central to imperial discourse. Radical republican ideas during the 
era of the Wars of the Tree Kingdoms encouraged some leading Parliamen-
tarians to pursue plans to strengthen local civic institutions across England 
and its possessions. In the colonial sphere this meant doubling down on the 
idea of the plantation as a self-governing community. In Ireland, following 
the brutal suppression of Catholic resistance, some English leaders were 
particularly anxious that new plantations of soldiers and settlers on seized 
land should be self-governing communities. Tey encouraged those receiv-
ing land to settle in towns, and they sought to attract new colonists to take 
over leadership of ruined Irish towns. One vocal army veteran, the Baptist 
Richard Lawrence, envisioned each “English Plantation” as a community of 
former soldiers who would receive grants of land as a means of incentivizing 
them to establish a militia to defend the area against Irish counterattacks.17 

Similar connotations of plantation as a public and communal venture 
informed aspirations for the English Commonwealth’s expansion in the 
Western Hemisphere. When Barbadian colonist and future Jamaica governor 
Tomas Modyford proposed establishing new English plantations in Gui-
ana in 1652 he described it as a civic community structured around shared 
resources and common defense. He suggested transporting former Barbadian 
servants and settling them “in Townships of at least 50 men in a towne [with] 
small parcels of land at frst assigned them.” Modyford described these places 
as “towneships and plantacons” that would be defensible communities with 
“liberties” for the white male property-holding citizens who would emerge as 
patriarchal household heads with responsibility for militia service.18 As late as 
the 1650s, then, plantations were still understood across the English Atlantic 
in ways that refected the civic roots of the term. Although land was being 
carved up at pace in the Caribbean, and private investors were discussing 
buying and selling plantations, they were also envisioning new plantations as 
colonial beachhead communities and miniature commonwealths that defned 
American space through the communal construction of social and politi-
cal authority rather than merely through abstract grants of private property 
doled out by an imperial bureaucracy. 

Tis defnition explains why plantations that appeared on early English 
Caribbean maps did so in ways that portrayed them as nodes of communal 
authority rather than as areas of private property. Depictions of Caribbean 
plantations were most reminiscent of towns, villages, or churches in other 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

122 Creating Place 

contemporary cartography. Richard Ligon’s 1657 map of Barbados is an early 
example of this trend. Tis cartographic framework was reminiscent of well-
known projects to map contemporary England, such as Christopher Saxton 
and John Norden’s county maps in William Camden’s Britannia. As Richard 
Helgerson demonstrated, this style of cartography depicting Britain served 
to bind discrete local communities across the kingdom into a larger politi-
cal project.19 When viewed side by side, therefore, the afnity of these maps 
clearly serves to equate Barbadian plantations not with agricultural acreage 
but with English communities. Te similarity is even more striking in a manu-
script map of English plantations in Surinam, dated from 1667; in this map 
the short-lived English colony is depicted as a series of “plantations” along the 
Suriname River, but each plantation is denoted by images ranging from one 
building to a small cluster around a church spire. Te implication was clearly 
that these discrete plantations were substantial nodes of ordered English 
society rather than merely pieces of property.20 Tese depictions represent a 
stark and revealing contrast to the contemporary trend in the mapping of the 
plantation landscape in Ulster that began with Josias Bodley’s 1609 barony 
maps. Ulster plantation cartography featured increasingly careful delineation 
of property boundaries, geographic features, and architectural details, even 
on the large-scale ofcial maps being sent to Dublin and London.21 Tis Irish 
cartographic trend was in keeping with the Jacobean shif, identifed by Ken-
neth Olwig, toward a new state-centric vision of landscape as a patchwork of 
resources and property lines intended to inform and also symbolize the state. 
Te maps of Barbados and Surinam refected a much more bottom-up sense 
of possession in which the plantation remained an inscrutable locus of power 
that allowed planters to shape their own landscapes, according to landscape’s 
older defnition as communal relations rooted in a particular place.22 

Private ownership was certainly not entirely absent from early mapping of 
plantations. Both Ligon’s Barbados map and those of Surinam did predomi-
nantly label the plantations using personal names such as “Butler” or “Knott.” 
Yet a closer reading of Ligon’s map complicates even this element of a privat-
ized reading of the plantation. Ligon’s title for his map noted that it contained 
“the M[aste]rs Names of the Severall plantacons,” rather than the names of 
the plantations themselves. Te implication was that the plantation itself had 
a distinct identity, such as the Ffort Plantation that had appeared on Hapcott’s 
survey, and that Ligon was merely ofering a shorthand by naming the “mas-
ter” of the community. Furthermore, the named individuals were “masters” 
with broader authority over the community on the plantation rather than 
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ownership of the land. Early maps, then, depict an ambiguous world of land 
tenure and authority in the English Caribbean, in which plantations could be 
controlled by private individuals but retained communal connotations.23 

At the same time, though, competing conceptions about the plantation 
and its relation to the state were emerging in the English Atlantic in the mid-
seventeenth century. Developing in London among the circle of thinkers 
around German émigré publisher Samuel Hartlib, ideas about “improvement” 
emphasized that application of natural philosophy could manipulate the natu-
ral world to generate new commodities, stimulate trade, and bring humanity 
closer to divine perfection. Improvement embraced projects to develop new 
manufacturing processes and even eforts at alchemical transmutation, but 
many focused on agricultural innovations on “plantations.” One of Hartlib’s 
correspondents, the horticulturalist Ralph Austen, was particularly invested 
in perfecting “plantations” of fruit trees in England, which he believed would 
combine spiritual perfection with pecuniary reward. Te innovations in sugar 
production on Barbados were of deep interest to the Hartlib Circle because 
they seemed to perfectly ft their model of an innovative plantation.24 In many 
ways the goal of establishing plantations within this worldview was no less 
public than the vision of plantations as civic communities; the Hartlibians 
argued that their plans were designed to make England (and more broadly 
the Protestant world) into a new Canaan, overfowing with abundance.25 

Te critical diference, however, was that this form of plantation promised 
public beneft through individual “improvers” perfecting the relationship 
between humanity and the natural world rather than focusing on interper-
sonal relationships. It lent itself to the dehumanization of laboring people and 
the commodifcation of land. According to this defnition the plantation ful-
flled its imperial, and even eschatological, purpose by organizing crops and 
people with an eye to efcient extraction of resources and perpetual economic 
growth, rather than an orderly and virtuous civic community. 

Tis alternative defnition of plantation had two implications. First, plant-
ing employed a particular set of technical skills that people could acquire 
through study and experimentation, rather than civic virtue. In reality much 
of the knowledge that underpinned the intensifcation of sugar and tobacco 
production came from Indigenous and African sources or from rival empires, 
but by the 1650s colonists from Barbados, where sugar cultivation had 
boomed, were being distinguished as uniquely skilled “planters” particu-
larly suited to the establishment of plantations elsewhere.26 Second, plant-
ing strove for material gain that could accrue to the individuals and the 
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state; Austen suggested that “By diligent planting . . . men would be stored 
with money, & all necessary & vsefull Commodities, & be much more able 
to beare all burthens, & Taxes.”27 English policymakers increasingly saw col-
onies as primarily sources of tax revenue, so they recognized the appeal of 
limiting plantations to innovative commercial units that promised infnite 
growth.28 Tese ideas introduced a new overlapping defnition of plantation 
that still connoted public beneft, but which did so through discrete private 
plantations that could be bought, together with material objects, draf ani-
mals, and the bondspeople who possessed knowledge of crop production. 
Ligon described a late 1640s plantation for sale in Barbados as “ready fur-
nished, and stocked with Servants, Slaves, Horses, Cattle, Assinigoes, Camels, 
&c. with Sugar work, and an Ingenio.”29 

Cartography in the English Atlantic was beginning to be reshaped by 
these ideas. Most signifcantly, the Down Survey, which was overseen by Sam-
uel Hartlib associate William Petty, represented a new comprehensive efort 
to map the conquered and sequestered land of Ireland in the 1650s. Petty’s 
survey built upon the already more advanced surveying of Josias Bodley, but 
it was undertaken on an unprecedented scale and with minute attention to 
land quantity and quality. Te maps that the Down Survey produced difered 
markedly from those of the mid-seventeenth-century English Caribbean. 
Carried out on a parish-by-parish basis and at a scale of 1:50,000, they care-
fully delineated the boundaries of every subdivision of the parish (known as 
a “townland”), noting its precise acreage and accounting for any land deemed 
unproductive due to bogs or rocks. Tey also sometimes included roads and 
depictions of the key buildings. Te objective was to render the land legible 
as a quantifable patchwork of resources and to allow for projections about 
its potential output and optimal level of human occupation—or the ratio of 
“hands to lands” as Petty called it—that would enable the English state to dis-
tribute it to conquering soldiers and investors in ways that would maximize 
productivity and revenue.30 

Although not refected in the maps of the English Caribbean, similar 
instincts were taking hold there; the increasingly detailed Barbadian land 
records from the 1650s attest to the fact that colonists were seeking precisely 
to delineate their property. Surveying skills were in demand in the region and 
archaeological evidence also points to linear boundaries on the landscape of 
some islands that may date to the mid-seventeenth century. Furthermore, 
although Richard Ligon’s map of Barbados did not refect this increasing 
interest in surveying and property boundaries, his description of the island 
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was crowded with calculations and observations about the natural environ-
ment and the sugar production process that refected new scientifc methods 
and the pursuit of proft through investment in bound and enslaved labor. It 
was clear that plantation spaces were increasingly being charted and concep-
tualized in ways that emphasized property, commodity, and proft.31 

Clearly there was a considerable distance between this invocation of 
private investment in land and enslaved laborers and the vision of compact 
settler communities depicted in planters’ petitions and cartographic depic-
tions of Barbados and Surinam. But in the mid-seventeenth-century English 
Atlantic, the language of plantation still bridged that gap, ofering all colonial 
settlements the appearance of potential proft but also giving private agricul-
ture a veneer of public service. Expansion and centralization of the English 
empire, though, would bring these contradictory defnitions into confict. 

The Plantation in Jamaica 

Te ambiguity behind plantation had critical implications in the late 1650s 
when, as a result of Cromwell’s ill-fated Western Design, English forces landed 
on Jamaica. Despite the disastrous outcome of the original mission to His-
paniola, the plantation remained at the heart of English plans. Cromwell 
had originally envisioned establishing plantations in the conquered Spanish 
Indies and had ordered his men not to pillage in hopes of preserving cru-
cial public infrastructure. Te English troops who straggled into Jamaica died 
at staggering rates from disease and malnutrition, and they faced persistent 
resistance and counterattacks from the displaced Spanish colonists and their 
Afro-Spanish allies, all the while hemorrhaging money and resources from 
the empire and engaging in bitter internal feuds. Because of their mallea-
bility, plantations promised to address all of these problems. “Nothing is of 
more important Considercon,” Cromwell’s advisors concluded afer news of 
the arrival on Jamaica, “than that the business of planting bee ymediately and 
efectually applied unto.” Te voluminous papers about the island’s future attest 
that almost everyone concurred that “planting” was critical to Jamaica’s future. 
Col. William Brayne, one of the army commanders on the island, apparently 
“talked of nothing but planting.”32 Planting Jamaica seemed obvious because it 
simultaneously implied the establishment of orderly communities where for-
mer soldiers would develop virtue and willingly pursue self-defense, and also 
the development of proftable industry and fnancial returns. 
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Te actual process of establishing plantations on Jamaica, though, forced 
the nascent English empire to confront the contradictions inherent in the 
idea of the plantation. Cromwell’s initial proclamation in the autumn of 1655 
ordered the “settling of a civil government” for Jamaica and encouraged indi-
viduals to “proceed upon plantations and settlements,” suggesting that the 
plantations he had in mind were communities that would look like the nodes 
that dotted Ligon’s map.33 A little over a month afer arriving in Jamaica, a 
group of army ofcers penned an appeal to Cromwell requesting the “allot-
ment and distribution of land to the respective regiments” of the army who 
were to settle in communities. A few months later, seeking to “animate the 
soldiers,” commanders ordered that every man receive “his particular land,” 
but they issued strict instructions to plant “every regiment in the manner 
of a township,” which was clearly reminiscent of Modyford’s earlier plans 
for English settlement in Guiana.34 Te newly established places were fre-
quently described as “Quarters,” implying their continued connection to mil-
itary encampments, but also either contiguous with a single “plantation” or 
consisting of multiple “plantations”; these were interspersed with savannas, 
which had previously been cleared by Spanish colonists for cattle grazing, 
and which were maintained as commons.35 Col. Brayne was convinced that 
this distribution of land had had an efect by 1657, suggesting that most had 
“industriously imployed themselves to plant” and that the “Spirits of our 
people are much raised.”36 

Te Protectorate state also focused upon attracting coherent communi-
ties of planters who would “transplant themselves” in groups. Daniel Gookin 
was dispatched to Boston to appeal to the “Townes and Plantations” of New 
England to migrate to Jamaica as “whole Churches,” with promises of land, 
protection, public stocks, and other “Privileges and Immunities” for their 
discrete communities.37 Although he did not succeed, another community 
of planters from Nevis was encouraged to migrate as a group and set up a 
self-governing plantation on the eastern tip of the island, far removed from 
the occupying army. Afer four years of brutal guerrilla confict, army com-
manders also negotiated with some of the communities of formerly enslaved 
Africans on the island, noting that they were “endeavouring to make some 
plantations” and using that fact to support the idea of granting them a “char-
ter” for self-government. It was clear that plantations were intended to be the 
building blocks of civil society on Jamaica.38 

However, given the desperate state of the army that had limped into 
Jamaica, the practical business of growing food also took on a public valence. 
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Dispatches from Jamaica noted which ofcers were making the most prog-
ress in “planting,” as a barometer of their success in raising food crops. Of-
cers also framed their eforts to apply agricultural skills as part of a public 
commitment to address the depleted food stocks. One explained that he 
was using his “best interest to make those under [his] charge to plant, to the 
end they may be taken of from his highness[’s] allowance.” Admiral Good-
son explicitly combined the expertise and civic models of planting when he 
appealed to the Protector to particularly send “ingenious publique speritted 
men of eminent virtue.”39 

Equally, though, some of the leading voices among the English occupiers 
and in London already had in mind the establishment of plantations predi-
cated upon the commercial cultivation of nonsubsistence agricultural com-
modities. Some ofcers—particularly those who had experience of the sugar 
boom on Barbados over the previous decade—sent reports detailing “planta-
tions of sugar, Cotton, Tobaccoe, Cocao.” Col. Francis Barrington, who wrote 
detailed letters about the commodity output of the plantation under his man-
agement, was described as having a “genius much inclined to the way of plan-
tation.”40 Te form of plantation that Barrington exemplifed required careful 
attention to the capacity of the land, knowledge of manufacturing techniques, 
an understanding of marketing exotic staples, and signifcant investment 
capital. 

On Jamaica, the plantation as a space for perfecting nature also came 
to take over some of the legitimizing functions that the older discourse of 
plantation had served for early English expansion. When appropriating land 
that was owned by Irish or Indigenous inhabitants, or unsettled islands such 
as Bermuda or Barbados, colonists readily applied the established logic that 
plantations were justifed because they introduced “civility.” On Jamaica, 
though, the English were seeking to displace an established Spanish colony 
that boasted an urban center and a recognizable European civil society. In 
justifying this efort anti-Catholicism was obviously critical, but the con-
ceit of introducing a new and more efcient agricultural regime to exploit 
the true potential of the island also played a role.41 It would take many years 
for Jamaica’s system of commercial agriculture and African slavery to reach 
maturity and become the centerpiece of the English Caribbean, but that did 
not stop colonists and ofcials from comparing their plantations favorably 
with the agricultural practices of previous Spanish colonists. John Ogilby’s 
account of the island summarized this position by derisively describing the 
Spaniards’ former estancias as “less considerable” plantations.42 
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Critically, though, this defnition of the agriculturally efcient plantation 
also allowed ofcers to argue that they needed complete control over their 
men’s labor to realize these objectives. Some ofcers fercely resisted eforts 
to allocate ordinary soldiers private plots of land, arguing that “if they must 
plant, they shal plant only as . . . servants.” Te ofcers’ eforts to organize the 
island into private commercial plantations under their control, with the ordi-
nary soldiers laboring for them as opposed to being granted their land within 
communal plantations, attracted resentment, resistance, and even outright 
rebellion. Admiral Goodson recounted the story of Col. Richard Holdipp, 
who was ousted by his men when he attempted to manage them like servants; 
he noted that Holdipp “cannot be sufered to enjoy his plantation, which with 
some little encouragement . . . he might have brought to good perfection.” 
Goodson’s comments convey the resentment of Holdipp’s men, but they also 
elucidate the attitude that provoked this anger—the assumption that the plan-
tation was a result of Holdipp’s single-handed efort to pursue “perfection” 
and that it was this efort that made the land into his property to “enjoy.”43 

Enslaved laborers quickly became the alternative to reluctant conscript 
labor. Cromwell’s merchant advisors in England advocated incentivizing the 
shipment of servants and enslaved people that would encourage “planters” 
from elsewhere in the region to “enter upon Plantations” on the island. On 
the ground in Jamaica, acting Governor Edward D’Oyley heartily concurred 
with these conclusions, arguing that their greatest need was “Negroes, which 
are the life of Plantations.” Tis choice of words spoke powerfully to the 
way that the distinct defnitions of plantation were being melded together. 
It implicitly acknowledged that plantations were more than just bounded 
acreages of the newly conquered island. Tey were bodies that needed to be 
brought to “life” in order to fulfll their true purpose—a purpose that even 
former maroons were being credited with engaging with elsewhere on the 
island. Yet D’Oyley also clearly refected the view that forced labor was essen-
tial to do the punishing and exploitative work of clearing land and mass-
producing commercial commodities at low cost. Te contradictions and 
tensions were palpable. Te “life” of the plantation as a civic institution in the 
service of empire would now be generated by consuming Black lives.44 

None of these plans made much progress in the chaotic fnal years of the 
interregnum, and so when Charles II returned to England in 1660, the ques-
tion of Jamaica remained unresolved, leaving room for the king to articulate 
his own vision of planting. Desperately in need of sources of revenue, the 
king eagerly embraced the idea of encouraging commerce by cultivating new 
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commodities. At the same time, though, Charles and his advisors were inher-
ently skeptical of the state of the island. It was, afer all, largely populated by 
the remains of an army that had been recruited by Cromwell. Te Crown’s 
response was to reframe planting once again by emphasizing patronage and 
hierarchical manorialism. Royal advisors, including army ofcer Tomas 
Lynch, encouraged Charles to appoint a member of the nobility, Lord Wind-
sor, as governor, granting him 50,000 acres to begin a “plantation” and also 
giving him permission to endow manors of at least 500 acres on any wor-
thy individual who invested in the island. Lynch also persuaded Charles to 
reserve for himself a 400,000-acre royal “pryvate plantacon” on Jamaica in 
order to help make planting “a Mode” at court. Te royal “plantation” was to 
be rented out to communities of tenant farmers, allowing the king to pater-
nalistically fulfll the civic goal of transforming poor English servants into 
productive tenants. Equally, though, building upon Charles’s interest in new 
scientifc innovations and his patronage of the Royal Society, the plantation 
would allow him to take on the persona of an “improver,” sponsoring exper-
iments with new commodities. Practical considerations led the Crown to 
abandon this plan, but this additional vision of the plantation as a royal estate 
illuminates yet another approach to reconciling the competing ideas of plan-
tation in the mid-seventeenth century. Jamaica appeared to English colonists 
and planners to provide a blank slate on which these various visions of plan-
tation could be imposed.45 

Sorting and Mapping Jamaica 

All of the confict over the nature of plantation is critical to understanding 
the furry of Jamaican map-making that followed over the next two decades; 
colonial leaders and their English allies sought to secure Jamaica’s future in 
the empire by mapping it as a patchwork of plantations that were now defned 
in ways tailored to the ambitions of the Restoration empire. It is striking that, 
save for Ligon’s map of Barbados, the English Caribbean had scarcely been 
mapped in any detail before 1660, yet the newly claimed island of Jamaica 
was depicted in at least four main maps (and numerous reprints) within less 
than twenty years of conquest. Tis cartographic explosion represented the 
eforts of some English colonists, and particularly Governor Tomas Mody-
ford, to ft the plantation within a coherent vision of imperial jurisdictional 
space. It served to clarify the defnition of the plantation as an independent 
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but predominantly agricultural enterprise within a new, larger public geog-
raphy of empire. 

Interest in understanding Jamaica’s spatial order developed quickly. 
Immediately upon his Restoration in 1660, Charles II prioritized Jamaica 
and specially requested that Gov. Edward D’Oyley provide a detailed survey 
of “what Quarters and Divisions the sevrall Souldiers, Planters and Inhabi-
tants are now dispersed and settled [in]” as well as “a Register of the several 
Plantations which are or shall be settled.”46 Te reports he received, though, 
were confused. In many places former garrisons were disbanded and the 
commanders were simply converted into justices and militia captains. When 
the colony’s frst assembly was called in late 1663, the delegates were elected 
from “precincts” that matched the previous garrison “quarters.”47 Te rem-
nants of the distinct plantation established by transplanted colonists from 
Nevis and the rapidly growing urban hub of Port Royal were each also given 
separate courts. One of the African communities was recognized by an order 
of the island’s council that was to serve “as a Charter to them.” Many of the 
savannas were still being treated as commons and there were also (proba-
bly notionally) four tracts, of 100,000 acres each, that were to form the royal 
plantation.48 Te initial result of the royal survey, therefore, was to reveal a 
patchwork of legal and institutional spaces in Restoration Jamaica, including 
some plantations, with no clear boundaries. 

Tis complex political geography, though, did not endure. Tomas Mody-
ford, who succeeded the short-lived governorship of Lord Windsor, was a 
Barbadian who had previously described himself as a “Planter Governor.” 
He was charged with establishing “the more orderly and convenient settle-
ment” of the island and with “persuading and encouraging the inhabitants 
. . . to turne their Labour and Industry to the . . . beneft of ye Plantacon.” 
Before he lef Barbados to take up his post he recruited landless men on that 
island with the promise of ffy-acre tracts on Jamaica, envisioning the estab-
lishment of land grants within counties, hundreds, and tithings. But when 
he arrived in Jamaica he quickly became reconciled to the virtues of large 
individual plantations. Modyford carefully calculated Jamaica’s acreage and 
how much it might produce were it “well flled with People,” demonstrating 
that he was thinking about land and productivity in the precise quantitative 
terms that were reminiscent of William Petty’s Down Survey and its framing 
of “hands to lands.” In addition, as factor for the newly established Company 
of Royal Adventurers into Africa, Modyford advocated for a steady supply of 
enslaved people to be shipped to the island.49 
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Modyford and his allies also looked for a way for the plantation’s claims to 
civic authority to be wedded more frmly to the state. Te solution they set-
tled upon was the institution of the parish. Te parish was already becoming 
an important unit of local government in Barbados and a few parishes had 
been laid out on Jamaica just before Modyford’s arrival, but the new struc-
ture established under his watch nearly doubled their number so that they 
carved up almost the entire surface area of the island, rather than emerging 
organically as the zones around churches.50 At frst glance this decision seems 
curious, especially given that Modyford also advocated religious toleration.51 

However, the full range of the legislation Modyford and his allies developed 
clarifes the picture. Te act establishing parishes was thin on details about 
spiritual matters, but it was accompanied by other acts restricting the move-
ment of servants and slaves to within their “master’s plantation” and devel-
oping infrastructure linking “plantations” to seaports; all of those acts leaned 
heavily upon the leadership of the parish vestry, which would be composed 
of leading Anglican conformist planters in the community. Parishes, there-
fore, provided units of local governance that could secure authority across 
the island in the hands of select individuals. In contrast to counties, towns, or 
quarters, though, parishes carried limited connotations of secular power and 
also deep symbolic ties to the reestablished English ecclesiastical structure 
that was becoming the marrow of loyalty to the restored Stuart monarch in 
the 1660s. Te result was an efort to project a radically simplifed geography 
of white power on Jamaica, consisting of two sets of spatial units—the “mas-
ter’s plantations,” outside which enslaved individuals were not permitted to 
stray, and the parish whose vestry would enforce those rules.52 

Modyford was anxious to portray this neat and comprehensive spatial 
relationship between parishes and plantations in a new map of Jamaica that 
he had surveyor John Man draw in the mid-1660s (see Figure 5.2). In his 
letter to the Duke of Albermarle, in which he reported the completion of the 
map, Modyford emphasized that it laid out “the division of the parishes & the 
several plantations.” Tis delineation was achieved by the novel imposition 
of lines demarcating the parish boundaries, most of which lay across seem-
ingly empty space, suggesting that they were state-structured containers just 
waiting to be flled with preordained plantation units. Modyford did retain 
hints of the previous defnition of plantation, noting that the map conveyed 
“how all the knowen plantations relate to & are able to succour each other” 
as if they were interdependent communities capable of altruistic civic action. 
At the same time, though, the map itself began the work of narrowing the 
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Figure 5.2. John Ogilby, Novissima et Accuratissima Jamaicae Descriptio. 1671. 
Blathwayt Atlas, Map #35. Reproduction courtesy of the John Carter Brown 
Library, Providence, R.I. 

defnition of plantation and bounding it within lines drawn by the imperial 
state. It included a key of what it described as the “settlements” in each par-
ish with notes on what commodities each location produced. In an import-
ant marker of toponymic distinction the list included some places with the 
descriptor “farme,” and these locations were the only sites (save for towns and 
churches) that were not listed as producing one of the four commercial com-
modities (cocoa, indigo, sugar, and cotton). Te implication was that “planta-
tions,” now defned by their market-oriented output, were the critical private 
subdivisions of each parish.53 

Man’s map of Jamaica did not represent a defnitive watershed in the con-
ception of plantation. John Ogilby’s description of Jamaica that accompanied 
the frst publication of the map notably did not follow its spatial structure, 
describing the island as consisting of three towns and seven “plantations” that 
corresponded to larger communities. Other maps produced in these years also 
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hinted at alternative forms of space. Te Vassal and Rogers map, completed 
in the early 1670s with the explicit intention of depicting the “settlements” of 
the island, reinscribed a wealth of Spanish toponyms, the locations of “villas,” 
references to communities such as “Seaven Plantations,” and to the African 
maroon communities.54 Other Caribbean maps also continued to portray 
plantations in alternative ways.55 Even Richard Forde’s well-known 1675 map 
of Barbados ofered a more complicated picture. It lacked the parish bound-
aries of the Man map, and it also contained a wealth of other neighborhood 
names such as “Four Square,” “Scotland,” and “Tickets” that were suggestive 
of alternative geographies beyond the plantation.56 

Over the next half century, though, the neat spatial symmetry initially 
articulated in Man’s map would take hold across large areas of the English 
empire, as the plantation was boiled down into a proft-maximizing machine 
reliant upon private property in land and enslaved labor. Numerous scholars 
have charted the surveying, agricultural, and labor exploitation techniques 
that facilitated the consolidation of smaller tracts into precisely surveyed 200– 
300-acre private estates on which dozens of enslaved Africans were confned 
and forced to produce and process sugar.57 Tis consolidation was more than 
merely a set of technical innovations, though. It involved rationalizing diverse 
colonial spaces and systems of property ownership, such as proprietary tenan-
cies and commons, into discrete units in which the authority of the planter and 
of the state were carefully demarcated.58 Te surviving letters of Christopher 
Jeafreson, who inherited land on St. Christopher, reveal the rationalization of 
space that this involved. In one epistle soon afer his arrival on the island he 
noted that he had “never had nor seen any deed” for most of his estate, and he 
had been forced to use hearsay and local knowledge to reconstruct the com-
plex network of overlapping land claims, exchanges, and tenancies between 
friends and kin that had constituted his plantation. Jeafreson, though, was 
intent on “settling” the plantation. For him, though, unlike his predecessors, 
this did not mean establishing civic communities of European agriculturalists 
on his lands, but rather securing ofcial and unencumbered title to the land 
from the island’s imperial ofcials, purchasing more enslaved laborers, and 
erecting a sugar works.59 When English soldiers surveyed the spoils of their 
recent conquests from the Dutch in Surinam in 1667 they tallied up the “plan-
tations & Sugar works,” refecting the fact that, in the Caribbean, the two had 
become synonymous. Colonists and imperial ofcials were adopting the logic 
of Man’s map that reduced plantations to their output.60 
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Conclusion 

Plantations retained a public identity that led to their continued appearance 
on new island-level maps that circulated in the metropolis, but their posi-
tion was now clearly as a subordinate unit of governance within the empire 
whose public role was the supply of increasingly important raw materials. Te 
description alongside Richard Forde’s map of Barbados encapsulated this fact 
when it noted that the island was “divided into 11 Parishes . . . [and] subdi-
vided into divers Plantations.”61 Forde captured the fact that plantations had 
retained their position as jurisdictions, but where they had previously been 
understood as miniature commonwealths they were now private jurisdictions 
that functioned as subdivisions of the state. Because they were now populated 
primarily by enslaved men and women they were no longer seen as potentially 
self-governing, but rather their “masters” were empowered by colonial law 
to police their inhabitants. Teir bounds were now defned by property lines 
delineated and protected by the imperial state rather than by the community 
of the plantation itself acting out of civic virtue. Tis was a formula calculated 
to facilitate the exploitation of enslaved laborers for private proft and defer 
questions about the common good to the larger imperial sphere. 

Lord Willoughby, proprietor of the English colony of Surinam in the 
1660s, refected this newly circumscribed assessment of the plantation. When 
he was confronted by imperial eforts to restrict his authority in Surinam to 
only the land he had physically settled (rather than the extensive boundaries 
of his patent), he argued that the move was unjust because his grant was for 
a “settlement” and it was “of another nature to a Plantation.” Te implication 
was that “plantation” now meant only a discrete private acreage.62 For early 
English colonists, in the Caribbean and elsewhere, a plantation had been pre-
cisely as expansive and public as Willoughby’s “settlement.” But the debate 
over plantations in Jamaica had helped to clarify the potential of a simplifed 
new geography of empire encapsulated in Man’s map. It was a geography in 
which the plantation, once the fundamental civic unit of English colonialism, 
had become a subdivision of a parish—a privatized commercial space that 
retained jurisdictional authority (particularly over the enslaved women and 
men who labored there), but for the purpose of proft and within the super-
structure of the state. 

Tis bounded and privatized image of the plantation has come to dominate 
our modern imagination, but the descriptions, maps, and surveys of the early 
English Caribbean depict plantations as nodes rather than abstract spaces. In 
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doing so, they preserve vestiges and markers of a fundamental debate about 
the nature of the plantation as a form of colonial place and a technology of 
colonization. Tey reveal a story not about how a “plantation model” came to 
become the dominant economic system of the English Caribbean, but how a 
particular economic model came to monopolize the defnition and the accom-
panying civic and settler legitimacy of the “plantation.” In a scramble for legiti-
macy, various English settlers staked claims to defne and control “plantations” 
as a way to legitimize their appropriation of resources, position themselves in 
relation to the English state, and claim particular forms of authority over the 
bound and enslaved people in their midst. 
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CHAPTER 6 

When a River Is a Border 

Rivalries and Commercial Networks in the Riverine West 

Kim M. Gruenwald 

In the eighteenth century the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers rose in late spring 
thanks to melting snow and again in the fall thanks to seasonal rain. As an 
army ofcer, Tomas Hutchins made a detailed study of the western waters 
and sent a report to Tomas Jeferson in February 1784. Hutchins wrote that 
the Wabash and Illinois Rivers rose in early February, and the Ohio in March. 
Te Missouri also rose in March, and the Upper Mississippi soon thereaf-
ter. Te food of the Ohio came on suddenly or gradually depending on the 
weather, and lasted six to eight weeks. As for the Mississippi, high water 
lasted on the upper river even longer than that, and the waters could rise on 
the lower stretches from Natchez to New Orleans from January through June. 
Te Mississippi could fow south at a rate of fve miles an hour in the spring 
but slowed to two miles an hour in the summer and early fall. Because boats 
encountered sandbanks, islands, shoals, and downed trees year-round, the 
faster sections could actually be more dangerous to navigation in the spring. 
Tough the French had sent boats with goods upriver to Illinois from New 
Orleans once a year in the past, it was a journey that took so long and so 
much manpower at the oars that almost all people and cargo went down-
stream only. People walked home one way or another—either up the Natchez 
Trace to settlements south of the Ohio, or by sailing from New Orleans to 
ports on the Atlantic Coast and then heading west. 

Te popular image of North American colonies growing in isolation 
from Europe has long been debunked by scholars of the Atlantic world, and 
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now a new generation have tied the history of the Ohio and Mississippi Riv-
ers to that story. Paul Mapp focused on the interaction between empires, 
studying the interior of North America and adding the Pacifc Ocean to the 
mix while exploring what Europeans misunderstood about the continent 
and how it afected their calculations during the decades leading up to the 
Seven Years’ War. By the end of the confict, France had given up on their 
plans, while England’s grew. Spain focused on using the lower Mississippi 
to defend other holdings, and Native Americans lost a crucial ally they had 
used to make demands of the British. François Furstenberg took up the story 
of the trans-Appalachian West as Atlantic history for the second half of the 
eighteenth century. In studying “the Long War for the West,” Furstenberg 
sifed through the various viewpoints and strategies of the English, French, 
Spanish, and Native Americans as all sought to control the region between 
1754 and 1815. He recognized New Orleans as the focal point of many plans 
because of its location as the only outlet for trade beyond the mountains at 
that time. Furstenberg showed that far from being an isolated frontier, the 
Ohio and Mississippi Valleys were a key stage upon which the “sweeping 
forces of imperialism and global warfare” played out.1 When historians talk 
about the Long Eighteenth Century and the Long War for the West, they are 
placing war and imperial intrigue at the center of the narrative. But what of 
the people who actually made use of the western rivers during those years? 
For merchants, rivers were more than borders—they were arteries of trade. 
Teir letter books, journals, ledgers, and other business records allow us to 
track the movement and networks of people and goods that would integrate 
east and west along waterways between Pittsburgh and New Orleans.2 

Te rivers themselves are at the center of the story. During the second 
half of the eighteenth century, the Ohio and Mississippi Valleys were border-
lands—“the contested boundaries between colonial domains.”3 Each empire 
had its own concerns—the French wanted to use portages from the Great 
Lakes to the Mississippi to connect Atlantic trade from the St. Lawrence to the 
Gulf of Mexico, while the Spanish focused their attention on protecting their 
assets to the south.4 Initially the British wanted to capture the fur trade by 
creating their own alliances with Native Americans, while Native Americans 
wanted to trade with whoever gave them the best prices without encroach-
ing on their territory. Te opposite banks of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers 
were ofen claimed by rivals during this period. Afer the British exiled the 
French from the Ohio Valley, the Shawnees wanted to protect their hunting 
grounds south of the Ohio River. Te Spanish claimed territory west of the 
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Mississippi River, while the English claimed control of the eastern bank. Many 
of the French remained, making the best of it under either Spanish or English 
rule. Europeans, colonists, and Native Americans eyed each other warily and 
traded with each other even while trying to press their advantage. 

Nobody could travel faster than the current of a river, and as they made 
their way downstream, they were out in the open for all to see. Trees lined 
the banks, making river corridors the clearest path to destinations. It was an 
intimate setting with face-to-face meetings in boats, as well as stops on shore 
to exchange news or a meal when a settlement came into view. When people 
descended rivers, they couldn’t take a detour to avoid others as they might 
on the ocean or when they crossed the plains. Te rivers were the artery of 
travel for everyone west of the Appalachian Mountains and avoiding fellow 
travelers was impossible. 

Te Atlantic world of colonial America had encompassed merchants 
extending their networks to the fall line of rivers that reached the coast from 
the Lower South to New England. Philadelphia merchants wanted to har-
ness the downstream power of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers and allow 
the Atlantic world to make landfall by extending that world of commerce 
across the Appalachian Mountains. Teir work began with attempts by frms 
like Baynton, Wharton & Morgan and others before the American Revolu-
tion to corner the fur trade from one direction in Illinois and provide four 
to a hungry port from another by way of the Gulf of Mexico. Afer the war, 
frms like Reed & Forde forged riverine networks all the way to New Orleans, 
sending goods downriver from Pittsburgh to a wave of settlers heading west. 
Tey completed the integration of east and west by sending oceangoing ves-
sels to the southern port to export western produce to the Atlantic world in 
addition to selling goods. In the process, Philadelphia merchants took part 
in extinguishing Native American land titles, expanding slavery up the Mis-
sissippi River, and claiming a continental empire for the new United States. 
Te purchase of Louisiana in 1803 meant that the Mississippi was a border no 
longer. One empire at last controlled both banks of the river, and Americans 
would expand to the Pacifc via overland routes thereafer. 

* * * 

When a young man named George Morgan apprenticed with two well-
respected merchants named John Baynton and Tomas Wharton, Philadel-
phia merchants did most of their business with England, southern Europe, 
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Madeira, and the West Indies, as well as participating in a lively trade with 
other ports along the coast. Ten war broke out, and everything changed. Te 
Seven Years’ War brought a food of bills of exchange and a host of new trad-
ing opportunities including supplying the army and acquiring land in the Illi-
nois country. By war’s end, the three men had established the frm of Baynton, 
Wharton & Morgan. As British colonists, they and other merchants trans-
formed the port of Philadelphia, expanding its hinterland west and seeking 
land grants from the king beyond the Appalachian Mountains.5 Te youngest 
partner found himself dispatched to Illinois, and there he developed a conten-
tious relationship with French merchants and rivals from his own colony, as 
well as English ofcials. Despite the fact that the venture failed, Morgan would 
fnd himself entangled in the fate of the western waters to the end of his days. 

Travel accounts from early commercial ventures on behalf of Baynton, 
Wharton & Morgan reveal the international riverine world of western rivers 
as well as travelers’ awareness of Atlantic rivalries that spread to the interior. 
John Jennings made the journey on the Ohio from Fort Pitt to Fort Chartres 
in the spring of 1766 with the frst fve boats loaded with the frm’s goods. He 
kept a daily log of distances traveled, weather, and a description of what they 
saw on shore and the people they encountered. Other than one encounter 
that worried his party early on, they had a remarkably peaceful journey and 
met a wide variety of the region’s inhabitants, especially Native Americans. 
Te boat crews took precautions, watching carefully for signs of trouble, but 
their fears never materialized. A party of Shawnees in four canoes traded 
fresh meat with them in exchange for biscuit and tobacco near the Scioto 
River. Jennings’s party traded for meat in a similar fashion with another 
group as they headed down the Ohio. Jennings mentioned small groups of 
what he labeled Indian cabins, the cabins of warriors, hunters’ cabins, and 
large Indian villages. Below the Falls of the Ohio they heard gunfre, and Jen-
nings assumed Indians were hunting nearby. Heading up the Mississippi at 
last, when Jennings encountered “a large French boat,” his party put up their 
fag and rowed to shore to meet them. Nearly a month later, Jennings neared 
his destination in Illinois where he chauvinistically characterized the French 
he saw as “very bad” farmers. Tat summer George Morgan followed, and in 
letters to his wife, he echoed many of Jennings’s observations, tending to label 
everyone he encountered as either French, English, or Indian.6 

As for descending the Mississippi River, at frst Jennings belittled French 
farmers. As he traveled further south, both he and Morgan later described 
them as rivals producing wheat and utilizing slave labor to grow tobacco and 
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other crops. When Jennings headed for the Gulf he encountered French hunt-
ing parties and more unidentifed Native Americans in canoes. At Natchez 
he wrote of the presence of a new Spanish fort and an Acadian settlement 
beyond. Te French settlement of Pointe Coupée impressed him, and he 
described a fort and church on the Spanish side of the river opposite. Te 
local economy supported exports of indigo, rice, and maize.7 George Morgan 
also kept a journal of a trip from Kaskaskia to the Gulf of Mexico down the 
Mississippi River. He wrote of a Spanish meadow and made note of “French 
hunting parties” on both the English and Spanish shores. Morgan and his 
party ate bufalo meat on the trip, sometimes provided by others they met, 
and other times procured by a member of their own party. Once past Nat-
chez and in the fnal stretch of his journey south, George Morgan encountered 
many more Frenchmen and Native Americans. He stated that there were a 
couple of Native American settlements and a “considerable French settlement 
with Fort & Garrison” on the Red River. Tere were more settlements along 
the Mississippi, some with “new French huts,” and Morgan saw ffy slaves at 
Pointe Coupée harvesting cypress trees to be foated to New Orleans the next 
spring. Several nearby planters owned three dozen slaves, more owned twenty, 
and newcomers owned a handful each. Tey grew cotton, rice, indigo, and 
tobacco. Other words used in reference to the French include villages, huts, 
and families. Tey were rivals for the territory as much as the fur trade.8 

As for doing business on the western waters, the ofcial Spanish position 
on the Mississippi was fairly rigid, especially once defned by the new gov-
ernor in New Orleans as he tried to wrest trade away from the British and 
integrate the lower river more fully into the Spanish empire. Native Ameri-
cans and French inhabitants were not interested in trading with the Spanish, 
who could not provide the manufactured goods that came from England and 
France. In 1769, the Spanish sent Alejandro O’Reilly, who had been born in 
Ireland but had risen through the ranks of the Spanish Army, to New Orleans 
to establish their rule. When O’Reilly arrived, he wrote, “I found the English 
entirely in possession of the commerce of the colony.” Tey traded with the 
German settlements and sold furs to France in exchange for goods. When 
it came to selling goods for specie, the English had the advantage because 
they sold their goods more cheaply than anyone else.9 In September O’Reilly 
issued a proclamation that outlawed the practice of meeting with or hosting 
any foreigners without passports, or providing transport or guides. Inhabi-
tants were not allowed to buy merchandise from anyone on the Mississippi 
or any of the lakes without formal authorization from O’Reilly, and anyone 
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Figure 6.1. Traveling south from Natchez, Morgan passed by Pointe Coupée 
and Baton Rouge, and then reported on crossing into French (actually Spanish) 
territory at the Iberville River. The Iberville connected the Mississippi to Lake 
Maurepas, with smaller rivers providing the boundary between that point, Lake 
Pontchartrain, and finally, the coast. The British hoped to use that route to Nat-
chez from the Gulf of Mexico, bypassing the delta and New Orleans, though 
those plans never came to pass. Lieut. John Ross, Course of the River Mississipi, 
from the Balise to Fort Chartres. London: Rbt. Sayter, 1775. David Rumsey Map 
Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford Libraries. 

violating that order would be fned with one-third of the money going to 
anyone who informed on such persons.10 

Despite O’Reilly’s public proclamation, New Orleans needed four, and 
O’Reilly would turn to another Irishman named Oliver Pollock to provide it. 
With the backing of Philadelphia merchants, Pollock took consignments of 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

148 Creating Place 

four, rum, and lumber to the West Indies and sent back spices, molasses, and 
sugar. Over the course of fve years, he plowed his profts into more ships and 
learned Spanish fuently enough to trade without a translator. While in Cuba, 
Pollock struck up a friendship with O’Reilly at his post in Havana before fol-
lowing him to New Orleans. O’Reilly allowed him to bring in four at special 
rates in the late 1760s and early 1770s, and Pollock worked with the frm of 
Willing & Morris back in Philadelphia to fulfll the port’s needs. Historian 
Kathleen DuVal writes that Pollock managed to be English and Spanish 
simultaneously through the “Spanish trade privileges” he leveraged by way of 
personal relationships. Years later, Pollock characterized his early business as 
resting on the foundation of London dry goods, African slaves, and Philadel-
phia four. O’Reilly’s successor opened up the lower Mississippi to even more 
English trade to keep the colony fed, and the four trade continued through 
the end of the century.11 

Borders were fuid in Illinois, as well, with Spanish territory on the oppo-
site bank of the Mississippi River. Some French farmers had crossed over, 
unhappy that the British wanted to pay them with notes on New York or Lon-
don that they couldn’t redeem. One knowledgeable observer wrote that the 
only “means of inducing many of those who have removed to the Spanish side, 
to return to our’s with their Cattle &tc.” was to ofer them cash for their crops 
and meat. Others would follow if Morgan and others failed to “break their 
connextions with the people of New Orleans.” A few years later under even 
stricter British military rules, George Morgan noted that “no person whatever 
ofcer merchant or inhabitant can cross the river from either side without a 
written passport,” and said that the “poor inhabitants” lived in “a state of slav-
ery.” But sometimes those who lived in the west found ways to use the bound-
aries to their advantage. Morgan wrote that afer the death of a friend outside 
his cabin one night, one of the murderers “escapd over the river.”12 

John Jennings stored that frst shipment of goods mostly at Kaskaskia in 
the spring of 1766, with a small portion sent to Fort Chartres. When George 
Morgan arrived a few months later he opened a store at Cahokia and one in 
Vincennes two years afer that before fnally settling down to run the business 
at Kaskaskia. Morgan intended to trade English goods to Native Americans 
for furs and dry goods and groceries to his French neighbors in exchange 
for cattle and wheat. Selling provisions such as meat and four to soldiers 
brought in reasonable profts, as did sales to the Royal Department of Indian 
Afairs.13 Atlantic rivalries meant forts and soldiers, and Philadelphia mer-
chants found them to be a ready market. 
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Figure 6.2. Though it 
was officially Spanish 
territory west of the 
Mississippi, those 
of French descent 
retained control of 
most of the trade there. 
Thomas Hutchins, 
A Plan of the several 
Villages in the Illinois 
Country, in Hutchins, 
A Topographical 
Description Of Vir-
ginia, Pennsylvania, 
Maryland, And North 
Carolina. London, 
1778. David Rumsey 
Map Collection, David 
Rumsey Map Center, 
Stanford Libraries. 

Atlantic rivalries also emerged in the interior in the form of competi-
tion over the purchase of forced migrants. George Morgan sold slaves to the 
French in Illinois. An associate named James Rumsey purchased more than 
three dozen Africans for the frm in Jamaica and brought them down the 
Ohio River from Fort Pitt to Illinois in 1767. In December Morgan wrote 
to his partners that Rumsey would arrive just as a group of Frenchmen 
planned to leave for New Orleans in search of labor. Morgan ofered them 
slaves in exchange for pelts, specie, bills of exchange, or produce to be paid 
in May, and they stayed to make deals with him instead. Morgan intended to 
sell slaves for 400 dollars or more, and wrote that “we have it in our power 
to make a monopoly of all the four in the country by purchasing it with 
negroes.” But it soon became apparent that there were more slave-traders 
in the market. In February, Morgan wrote to his partners that sixty slaves 
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were expected from New Orleans in the near future, apparently undercutting 
his sales.14 

Te fur trade also turned out to be a disappointment when Morgan consis-
tently lost out to French traders, partly because British regulations stipulated 
that he could not go to the Native American tribes in search of furs—they 
had to come to him. But historian Jacob Lee concludes that George Morgan’s 
failure in Illinois went beyond British regulations. Morgan and his French 
neighbors had actually united against the frst English ofcer in charge, but 
that relationship deteriorated over time. Accompanied by a Seneca named 
Silver Heels with connections back east, Morgan found himself excluded 
from Native American kinship networks in Illinois. Illinois peoples had been 
marrying French traders and planters and each other across tribal lines for 
decades, and because they had retained control over their lands, they had 
resisted Pontiac’s call for rebellion in 1763. Tey didn’t like the English much, 
fnding them arrogant, and there was no way for Morgan to break into Illinois 
society with a wife and other ties back in Philadelphia. He just didn’t ft in.15 

When it came to trading with French inhabitants, Morgan was at a dis-
advantage there, too, for the observations noted above. Te French preferred 
to trade with New Orleans as they always had—Morgan didn’t seem to have 
anything special to ofer in the end. In New Orleans they could get cheaper 
goods and use their produce to pay for them. Tus, business did not go as 
planned. Baynton, Wharton & Morgan had heavily invested in goods, but 
large enough quantities of furs had not yet arrived from the west to pay their 
debts. In the fall of 1767, they threw up their hands and invited their creditors 
to look at their books; the creditors decided that the situation was not as bad 
as they feared. Eight of their creditors came together as a Board of Trustees to 
supervise their business over the next three years. All expected great profts to 
come from the Illinois venture.16 Instead, Philadelphia merchants’ economic 
afairs fuctuated for several more years. In 1768 as tensions on the seaboard 
rose, the British moved their troops east, abandoning military contracts, and 
British merchants did deals with the French, cutting out colonial merchants 
and keeping the fur trade out of American hands. Te British decommis-
sioned a number of forts and sold Fort Pitt to Alexander Ross in 1772.17 

Tough Baynton, Wharton & Morgan failed, George Morgan continued 
to increase his knowledge of western waters. On his very frst trip down the 
Ohio, he struck up a friendship with Ensign Tomas Hutchins, who would 
eventually be named the frst (and only) Geographer of the United States in 
1781 and go on to leave his mark on land surveys in the northwest thereafer. 
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Morgan and Hutchins both recognized that understanding the courses of the 
western rivers would be the key to settling the interior. In the early 1770s, 
while Hutchins worked on a map of western rivers, George Morgan wrote 
to a third party seeking information about the upper Mississippi: “Engineer 
Hutchins a particular friend of mine is about publishing a map of the inte-
rior rivers and lakes in American.” Morgan sent a proposal from Hutchins to 
Wharton in London hoping to fnd a publisher. Hutchins had been survey-
ing all the Ohio’s tributaries with an eye toward settlement. Morgan wrote 
to Hutchins that “great dependence is placed pointing out the best water 
communication between the west branch of the Susquehanna & the Allegh-
eny River & the Potomack & the Yahagany or Cheat River.” Morgan wrote 
Hutchins that he had been promised a map from a Father Harding that was 
“a very exact draf of the River Mississippi from Fort Chartres to its sources.” 
He also wrote about a map of the Monongahela and Little Kanawha, and 
later, about adding other rivers.18 

During the American Revolution George Morgan served as Indian agent 
at Pittsburgh. Aferwards, still convinced that he could make a fortune in the 
west, he got together a group of investors to petition Congress to sell them 
two million acres of land in the Illinois Country. His continuing interest in the 
west would bring him into contact with two men Spain charged with the task 
of protecting the empire’s interests on the Mississippi a year earlier: the Span-
ish minister to the United States, Don Diego de Gardoqui, and the governor 
of Louisiana, Esteban Miró. Tey closed the river to American navigation, but 
let it be known that American settlers would be welcome on the west bank if 
they pledged loyalty to Spain. Tey promised free trade, land grants, and reli-
gious freedom to Americans willing to settle in their territory, and a number 
of Americans applied. In the summer of 1788, Gardoqui found someone, per-
haps their mutual friend Tomas Hutchins, to tell Morgan to apply to the king 
to establish a colony on the banks of the Mississippi. Morgan did so, backing 
out of his deal with Congress.19 

Before heading down the Ohio, Morgan sent a report to Gardoqui in 
November. He warned that the western population was growing, and the 
people resented taxes from an American government that couldn’t guaran-
tee them access to markets. Spain needed to act fast, Morgan insisted, for 
the Ohio Valley had all the raw materials needed to manufacture their own 
goods if they failed to gain access to New Orleans. On the journey down-
river, Morgan noted that Kentuckians were on the fence about allying with 
Spain and were interested in a British spy’s propaganda currently making the 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 

  

 

152 Creating Place 

rounds about the legality of seizing New Orleans. Morgan rated freedom of 
religion and free trade to be the most important factors that would dictate 
the west’s loyalty in the end.20 

George Morgan promised to bring many families with him and take an 
oath of allegiance to the King of Spain if his demands were met. Morgan 
wanted to be in control of the colony—appointing ofcials, distributing land, 
and heading two militia units. He wanted a rank in the Spanish Army equiva-
lent to his rank in the United States, one thousand acres of land for his wife and 
each of his children, a salary, and word of the king’s protection over his family. 
His land grant was to be opposite the mouth of the Ohio, and he insisted that 
the king promise free trade, support for schools, and freedom of religion. Te 
colony would provide a port of entry for Americans who wanted to trade with 
the Spanish in New Orleans, he argued. Give him all that, he proposed to the 
king, and Spain would control trade west of the Allegheny Mountains. Alas, 
various intrigues scuttled those plans, and Morgan abandoned the colony of 
New Madrid afer only a year. But the venture showed that George Morgan 
both looked backward, turning to the tried-and-true method of petitioning 
a king for land, and forward, articulating the role that the rivers would play 
in the years to come. Merchants and settlers alike wanted access to markets, 
and only the western waters could provide it. Morgan belonged to a group of 
Atlantic world merchants willing to give their loyalty to either a British or a 
Spanish king, choosing whoever would serve their purpose at the time.21 

* * * 

When thirteen of the British colonies declared independence, Philadelphia 
became a national port, and then for a time the new nation’s capital. As citi-
zens rather than subjects, a new generation of merchants sought to connect 
east and west along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers and corner the market 
on land warrants issued by states in an attempt to raise money to pay war 
debts. As they looked beyond the Appalachians, newly independent Amer-
icans believed that seizing land from Native Americans and selling it to set-
tlers would kill two birds with one stone: First, it would provide funds to pay 
the new nation’s debts and invest in the future, and second, it would provide 
land to help citizens in the new republic start of right in their quest to cre-
ate “kingless self-government” based on a landed citizenry.22 Tomas Doer-
finger characterized the merchants of revolutionary Philadelphia as men 
driven by “a vigorous spirit of enterprise.” Tey took risks and developed 
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innovative business methods and networks to get ahead. In addition to serv-
ing in the army, John Reed got his start as a trader during the American Rev-
olution. An army ofcial out to make a proft from his position helped Reed 
to plan a venture that included taking a load of goods to Boston by public 
wagon and exchanging them for saddles and medicine, among other things, 
making contact with various quartermasters along the way. Reed later spent 
time in the West Indies and tried his hand at opening a store in Wilmington, 
Delaware—he was still trying to collect on those accounts years later. Reed 
took Standish Forde as a partner afer the war, and the two men imported 
dry goods from England and speculated in western lands, hoping to sell both 
quickly at a proft. Instead, the postwar economic depression nearly did them 
in, and by the late 1780s, Reed & Forde began casting their net wider in an 
efort to pay their debts.23 Reed & Forde’s business would look quite diferent 
from that of Baynton, Wharton & Morgan as Americans fooded west. 

Like many others, including some of the wealthiest and most infuential 
men on the eastern seaboard, John Reed and Standish Forde speculated in 
hundreds of thousands of acres of land in western Virginia, Pennsylvania, and 
Kentucky. Initial surveys indicated that their lands of a branch of the Monon-
gahela contained iron ore, and they sent out feelers trying to fnd an experi-
enced man to establish an ironworks, hoping to supply “all the settlements on 
the western waters.” Whenever Reed and Forde wrote of land, they empha-
sized easy river access to markets. Once they boasted that farmers would be 
able to drive cattle to the headwaters of the Potomac, as well as shipping fax, 
hemp, and tobacco by the same route. Other lands lay closer to Philadelphia 
or Baltimore trade routes, and settlers passing through on their way to Ken-
tucky were said to provide another ready market.24 Te partners purchased a 
four mill on Ten Mile Creek, a branch of the Monongahela River, near Red-
stone, nearly 40 miles south of the Ohio River’s headwaters at Pittsburgh to 
process the settlers’ wheat into four and ship it south to New Orleans. Afer 
the American Revolution, Pittsburgh grew as men of commerce used their 
prime location to outft settlers coming from the south and the east, heading 
for new homes in the Ohio Valley.25 As for Philadelphia goods destined for 
western markets, warehouses were needed to store goods when the Ohio ran 
low in the summer and winter, awaiting the river’s rise in the spring and fall. 

Te partners had debts to pay and land to sell, so they continued expand-
ing their network to New Orleans, providing markets for settlers by link-
ing the headwaters of the Ohio to the Gulf of Mexico and beyond. Reed and 
Forde used their partnership to take a very hands-on approach to business. 
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Figure 6.3. Red Stone lies directly south of Fort Pitt on the Monongahela River; 
roads are indicated by parallel lines from Fort Pitt and other settlements. 
Thomas Hutchins, The Western Parts of Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and 
North Carolina. London, 1778. David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey 
Map Center, Stanford Libraries. 

In the fall, one or the other—they usually took turns—made their way across 
the mountains from Philadelphia to tend to business in Pittsburgh and its 
hinterland, and then moved on to Kentucky before heading down the Mis-
sissippi to Natchez and New Orleans. Forde made the journey in late 1788 or 
early 1789, Reed went west in the fall of 1789, and then Forde a year later. Te 
partner who stayed behind sent letters with updates about prices in Philadel-
phia, Natchez, New Orleans, and Europe with any acquaintance who hap-
pened to be heading across the mountains, hoping to advise the traveler on 
the best way to invest their cash, goods, or four, or perhaps the best way to 
collect their debts with news of notes that had been protested. During Reed’s 
trip over the winter of 1789–90, intelligence did not fow back east quickly, 
which is evident because Forde sent letter afer letter asking for news so that 
he could arrange insurance for the trip.26 

Trade within the Ohio Valley itself had grown since Morgan’s sojourn in 
Illinois. Forde instructed Reed to visit Lancaster, Hagerstown, Clarksburg, 
and Morgantown to collect debts and seek out goods, then to take charge of 
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the four at their own mill and visit others along the Monongahela so that 
they could send as large a cargo as possible south. He mentioned a “clever 
fellow” he’d met the year before who could give his partner advice on which 
mills were the most trustworthy. Reed was to purchase oil at Redstone to go 
with the kegs of paint the partners intended to send downriver and to pur-
chase butter and whiskey, as well as skins and furs. Forde wrote with news of 
a tinman heading Reed’s way, and asked him to fnd tin in Pittsburgh for the 
artisan and take payment in cups that would sell well in Natchez.27 

Personal networks were all well and good, but the river always had its 
say in the end—Forde’s journal a year later makes that clear. During most of 
November 1790 he traveled from town to town, conducting business along 
the various rivers and streams of the Upper Ohio Valley. He spent a couple 
of days waiting for wagons with goods to arrive from the east at Redstone on 
the Monongahela, then loaded the goods and four onto boats and headed for 
the Ohio’s headwaters at Pittsburgh. Before reaching Wheeling, Forde and his 
men had to unload four, drag the boats forward, then reload as they tried to 
move downstream. Te river’s course proved to be deeper thereafer, and they 
made good time to Louisville at the Falls of the Ohio.28 Te falls consisted of a 
two-mile stretch of rapids nearly 600 miles below Pittsburgh and represented 
the one major navigational hazard on the river’s journey to the Mississippi. 
George Rogers Clark settled there on the southern bank with others during 
the Revolution and attacked Native Americans to the north. Just as the growth 
of a commercial center was inevitable at the Ohio’s headwaters, so too was 
the growth of such a town at the point where goods would either have to be 
moved by portage around the falls from one set of boats above to another 
below, or be stored, waiting for the river to rise enough for boats to make it 
over the rocky narrows.29 Once over the falls, Forde purchased fatboats and 
a Kentucky boat at Shippingport below, but bad weather forced them to stop 
on shore as they foated toward the Mississippi. Tey broke through ice on 
the lower reaches of the Ohio, and then had to contend with low water and 
sandbars on the Mississippi. Tey arrived at New Madrid about seven weeks 
afer leaving Pittsburgh.30 

Te partners didn’t intend for all of the four shipped from the Ohio’s 
headwaters to reach the mouth of the Mississippi. From Natchez in January 
1792, John Reed directed William Shannon, one of their agents following 
behind him with the cargo, to sell a barrel here and there when he could, 
if there was a proft to be found. Reed wrote him to be on the lookout for 
any chance to trade four for indigo, too, which was bringing in good prices 
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in Europe. A man couldn’t be too long en route, however, for the four that 
arrived down south frst brought the best prices.31 Because everyone had to 
ship their cargo during the time of high water, gluts in the market and falling 
prices in New Orleans were common. 

European rivalries continued to require attention as Forde headed for the 
Gulf Coast. Once Reed & Forde’s goods reached the lower Mississippi, a new 
array of commercial tasks awaited the partners. Te British had taken posses-
sion of West Florida and Natchez, Mississippi, afer the Seven Years’ War, and 
the settlement grew during the Revolution as a refuge for Loyalists. Settlers 
from the region “provided a lasting larder for New Orleans.” Flour was in high 
demand throughout Louisiana, and in Cuba as well. By the early 1780s, Natchez 
was the largest town in the region north of New Orleans with a population of 
1,000 free men and 300 slaves. Residents sent regular shipments of indigo and 
cotton, as well as corn and tobacco, south to the Gulf of Mexico. Newcomers 
from the United States brought large herds of cattle in the 1780s. Te Spanish 
encouraged further growth for a couple years by guaranteeing a market for 
American tobacco in 1788. Te Natchez District became best known for cotton 
production a decade later, afer the invention of the cotton gin.32 

A man named David Ferguson ran their store there. In the summer of 
1790, he wrote that the hot weather might lead to spoiled four. Flour prices 
were high, but there was little cash to be had, and most sales had to be done 
by credit. Ferguson also bartered four for furs. Prospects were gloomy, how-
ever, and he advised against another shipment of goods. Planters had had 
their tobacco refused the past spring, and Ferguson used caution when 
extending credit. Te next year, Ferguson proved much more optimistic— 
cash sales had been brisk, he wrote, and he expected to sell a big tobacco 
crop. A Mr. Cochran seemed to be their main competition, and Ferguson told 
the partners that their rival’s selection of goods was “much better calculated 
for this place.” He expected to have $700 or $800 on hand in cash for Reed 
when he arrived, and there would be a big crop coming in from contracts he’d 
made. Tat fall Ferguson reported that plenty of men from Kentucky were 
content to sell their tobacco for goods in Natchez rather than making the trip 
all the way to New Orleans. Te tobacco crop was so good that year that many 
used it in order to settle their debts with the frm. In 1792, Ferguson wrote 
to Reed downriver that “the sales have been much better this spring than 
they have been since your commencement of business here.” Unfortunately, 
Reed’s reply from New Orleans the next week contained the bad news that 
the tobacco inspections had not gone well, which would curtail payments. 
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Te river’s navigational challenges weren’t the only setbacks merchants faced 
when doing business on the western waters.33 

In addition to their river ventures, Reed & Forde was one of the frst frms 
to send oceangoing vessels regularly to the port of New Orleans starting in 
1789. Tey used well-connected men in Philadelphia to obtain passports 
allowing them to trade in New Orleans when the Spanish closed the port to 
American trade. Scholars have weighed in on early New Orleans ofen: Daniel 
Usner labeled the lower Mississippi Valley a frontier exchange economy, 
François Furstenberg called it a hot spot, John Clark called it a pawn, and 
Arthur Whitaker wrote of its signifcance nearly a century ago—it was clearly 
the key to getting goods to market from the interior.34 But holding New Orle-
ans wasn’t easy because both the French and Spanish found that the soil around 
the city just wouldn’t support food crops—they needed four from Illinois or 
Pennsylvania, so exceptions to strict trade policies were made time and again 
just to keep those who lived there fed. Te industries that did grow up along 
the Mississippi relied on slaves for labor. Reed & Forde frst sent cigars, tea, 
and sugar, and took payment early on in the form of beaver, otter, bear, and 
deer skins. A couple years later the payments took the form of tobacco and 
commercial notes. Tobacco came through New Orleans from both Kentucky 
and Natchez. Natchez plantations also supplied indigo. In 1791, fve of the nine 
ships that arrived in New Orleans from Philadelphia came with “cargoes that 
were consigned wholly or in large part to Reed and Forde.” Te partners hoped 
to get better prices for their western cargoes that year in France rather than 
England, and they began shipping four and cheese to New Orleans.35 

Te frm they did the most business with was Coxe & Clark, who also 
provided the most direct link between the ports. Daniel W. Coxe brought his 
good Philadelphia name to the partnership and Daniel W. Clark brought his 
facility for languages and working the angles in New Orleans—he had got-
ten his start there under Spanish rule years before. In March 1793, Daniel W. 
Coxe and Daniel Clark Jr. wrote to Reed & Forde that they had formed a 
new frm, hoping that together they would be able to facilitate more busi-
ness for “our Friends.” Tey believed that trade in New Orleans would grow, 
especially if war broke out between England and France, and Spain would 
be drawn in. Tey mentioned trade with the Spanish Empire specifcally, 
stating that the government “will doubtless continue to wink at the mode 
in which the business is carried out.” It would be Daniel Clark’s connections 
that got the job done. Clark wrote personally to the Philadelphia partners a 
couple weeks later that competition with Coxe had been harming both of 
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their businesses, and he expected to have even more trade for the frm now 
that Coxe had become his partner.36 

Unfortunately for Reed & Forde, they failed rather spectacularly shortly 
afer the turn of the century: Land sales stagnated, they lost brigs to priva-
teers in the 1790s, new Spanish policies forced them to close their store in 
Natchez, the Whiskey Rebellion disrupted trade in Philadelphia at a crucial 
juncture when “the shoemakers with whom we have contracted have all been 
on campaign against the Western Insurgents,” and they failed to fulfll a con-
tract in New Orleans.37 Others followed in their footsteps, however, as rivals 
from not only Philadelphia, but Baltimore and New York, as well, fooded 
into New Orleans afer Pinckney’s Treaty in 1795 in anticipation of opening 
up trade on the Mississippi River. Spain relinquished New Orleans back to 
France in 1800, and President Tomas Jeferson engineered the purchase of 
Louisiana in 1803 to ensure western farmers would retain access to Atlan-
tic trade. Te purchase doubled the size of the new nation and extended its 
claims west to the Rocky Mountains. Rivals claimed opposite banks of the 
western rivers no longer. 

Philadelphia merchants like Reed & Forde made it seem possible to claim 
the trans-Mississippi West for the United States by creating strong ties between 
east and west through commercial ventures along the Ohio and Mississippi 
Rivers. Tey supported both industry and trade rather than simply selling land 
and recording deeds as fast as they could. Indeed, one partner or the other 
was ofen at hand when there was business to be done in the west—they used 
their partnership to best advantage with an almost constant fow of informa-
tion across the mountains. John Reed and Standish Forde completed the cir-
cuit from Philadelphia to New Orleans along the rivers and from New Orleans 
back to Philadelphia by way of the Atlantic Ocean. Tough Philadelphia lost 
its advantage to New York in the port of New Orleans itself afer the signing 
of Pinckney’s Treaty, it would be Philadelphia merchants who continued to 
supply residents of the Ohio and Mississippi Valleys with eastern goods by 
shipping them overland to Pittsburgh and then downriver before steamboats 
arrived to take goods upriver from New Orleans afer the War of 1812.38 

* * * 

By chance, the year 1806 would be a momentous one for George Morgan, 
John Reed, and Standish Forde. Tough Morgan had sought the approval of 
the King of Spain just over a decade and a half before, when Aaron Burr 
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stopped by his home in western Pennsylvania on his way west to pursue 
plans to separate it from the east, George Morgan acted the only way the loyal 
citizen of a republic could: He informed his president of the danger. Cleaving 
the continent in two had seemed possible in the years immediately follow-
ing the Revolution, but such schemes were bound to fail afer the Louisiana 
Purchase. Tat same year Forde signed a document ending his partnership 
with Reed, probably to protect assets when he fell ill. Writing that they would 
start anew if he recovered, Forde noted that they had been in business for 
twenty-fve years. Unfortunately, he died two days later.39 Tough not quite a 
full generation apart in age, George Morgan, John Reed, and Standish Forde 
pursued their businesses in diferent eras: one as the merchant of a colonial 
port, and the other pair as merchants of a national port. What they had in 
common was their pursuit of integrating the eastern half of the continent 
into the trade world of the Atlantic seaboard along western waters not fully 
under the control of any one empire. 

Te year 1806 also saw the return of the Lewis and Clark expedition. 
Afer their half-century of relying on the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, per-
haps it only seemed natural for Americans to head up another river—the 
Missouri—to explore the Louisiana Purchase and beyond. Tough Lewis and 
Clark failed to fnd a Northwest Passage, they succeeded in focusing the new 
nation’s attention on the trans-Mississippi West, ushering in a new century 
of settlement by overland journeys and railroads. Philadelphia merchants 
laid the groundwork for those continental ambitions by laying claim to the 
trans-Appalachian West through the creation of commercial networks that 
extended from Pittsburgh to New Orleans along the Ohio and Mississippi 
Rivers during the second half of the eighteenth century. As for the western 
rivers, in the nineteenth century, Americans would erase the centuries-old 
Native American routes and portages with canals and land reclamation proj-
ects from the shores of Lake Michigan to the Gulf Coast, trying to assert 
dominance by destroying the landscape.40 

What shall we call the critical half-century between the eras of ocean-
going ships and the overland journeys west from the Mississippi? United 
States historiography recognizes the North, the South, the mid-Atlantic, the 
Midwest, the West, and the borderlands. Previous scholars of “the frontier 
in the formative years” simply called it “the trans-Appalachian West.”41 It’s 
interesting that the history of the trans-Mississippi West doesn’t have much 
to do with the Mississippi River, and the most salient geographical features of 
the trans-Appalachian West are in fact the Ohio and Mississippi rivers rather 
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than the Appalachian Mountains. Of course, early historiography traced 
frontier history from east to west, until borderlands historians came along to 
shif the focus to the movement of peoples who started from the southwest. 
But the Riverine West deserves a category of its own. It’s all about moving 
downstream along the most efcient route for goods to travel and having to 
share that journey with peoples of all nations, including Native American 
confederacies, because rivals claimed opposite banks. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Military Lines 

How the Introduction of Contours Affected 
Maps and Movement 

Karen Rann 

For nineteenth-century military men, the map was a powerful tool with which 
to plan campaigns. With a good map they could thwart the movements of 
enemies and enable the transportation of their own troops and provisions. 
Where a campaign met with success, land could be relabeled, apportioned, 
and appropriated with boundary lines redrawn. Traditionally, making maps 
required movement through terrain regardless of borders or boundary lines; 
an ideal had been for cadets to learn to both traverse and visualize land as 
would a hunter, before committing his vision to paper. A poor map could 
result in lost ground, defeat, and death. During the nineteenth century, a new 
technology would transform mapping and reinvent the visualization of ter-
rain. Tis revolution in mapmaking is explored here through the maps of 
three military surveyors. Teir descriptions of mapping processes throw light 
on both the advantages and issues that delayed the immediate adoption of a 
game-changing innovation: the contour line. 

Contour lines delineate heights of equal elevation. Tey are a simple (if 
somewhat abstract) graphic convention used to convey the positions, heights, 
and gradients of hills on maps.1 Teir adoption by the military for maps of 
fortifcations was both swif and uncontentious. Less successful were their 
trials with contouring for reconnaissance mapping. 

Te reconnaissance map entailed cadets and ofcers envisaging land 
from above and transforming this conceived viewpoint—at speed and under 
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threat of enemy fre—into lines on paper to facilitate the movement of bat-
talions, provisions, and artillery. Prior to aerial photography, reconnaissance 
mapmaking required movement through potentially hostile terrain. More 
adept artist-soldiers painted vivid, pictorial renditions of hills and valleys for 
the map reader’s eye, but danger lurked within the allure of these def results.2 

Distortions in scale and inaccuracies for the positions, gradients, and altitude 
of hills risked the map reader and strategist being horribly—and in battle 
scenarios, fatally—deceived.3 

During the early years of the nineteenth century, advances in the range 
and precision of artillery meant that armies could shoot, and be shot at, over 
greater distances. To increase commanders’ confdence in moving and posi-
tioning troops, military mapmakers sought ways to acquire and convey more 
accurate data for the positions, heights, and gradients of hills.4 Te French 
had used contours for fortifcation projects as early as the 1760s,5 and by the 
mid-1840s contouring had come into regular use by the Ordnance Survey.6 

Improvements in, and the standardization of measuring instruments enabled 
the production of more uniform results, whereas previously the military relied 
on individualistic pictorial interpretations made by artist-soldiers.7 

Historically, military strategists viewed isolines as purveyors of truth, and 
earlier scholarship echoed this sentiment. Te geographer and cartographer 
Arthur Robinson defned isolines as lines “that show by their absolute and 
relative positions the locations and gradients within a set of numbers.” Robin-
son espoused their use “because they can be produced by machine mapping 
methods,” portraying the location of “gradients, troughs, hills and valleys . . . 
[as] abstract geographical quantitative distributions.”8 Rarely employed early 
in the nineteenth century, by the end of that century their use was ubiqui-
tous throughout Europe. As pictorial maps came to be seen as unreliable and 
subjective, so contoured maps appeared both more accurate and objective 
on paper. But isolines were not always truthful imparters of fact, particularly 
when—as with the last map discussed in this chapter—lines were drawn by 
eye and with unstandardized measurements. 

Robinson portrayed cartography as objective science, a position contested 
by others writing on the power of maps, colonialism, isolines, and contours 
later in the twentieth century. By the 1980s, the perceived empirical objectiv-
ity of maps had been thoroughly dismantled; some scholars compared the 
study of maps to colonial acquisition practices, and others concluded that the 
power of (lines on) maps was “inherently political.”9 Tis work underscores 
the point that contour lines do not convey whether a hill is wooded, or a 
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valley boggy. Like diagrams and charts, they are an abstraction, “a form of 
sampling: the space between two contour lines tells us nothing of the nature 
of the terrain.”10 All the same, historical military campaigns required carto-
graphic assistance. As map historian J. H. Andrews noted: “By dehumanizing 
a landscape, maps make it easier for military commanders . . . when inficting 
cruelty or hardship on the inhabitants of a mapped area.”11 According to his-
torical geographer David Livingstone, isolines “convey every impression of 
impartiality and neutrality, and thereby inspire trust in their objectivity,” but 
went on to observe that through “the power of cartographic discourse [they] 
present as natural what is culturally constructed.”12 For their perceived objec-
tivity and truthfulness isolines are appealing, but our trust in them is partially 
maintained through failing to dig below the surface and examine the pro-
cesses used to determine them. Te emotive subjectiveness of pictorial maps 
encouraged viewers to question their reliability, particularly when compared 
with the supposed scientifc precision conjured by isoline and contour. From 
the 1850s, the Ordnance Survey used contour lines to structure pictorially 
drawn relief on their maps, acknowledging both the potential for improving 
precision and making maps easier to read at a glance. In Cartographic Relief 
Presentation, Eduard Imhof contrasted the visual utility of unsupported con-
tours on large-scale maps (such as for fortifcations) with the difculties of 
making sense of them at smaller scales such as for an atlas. Imhof ’s observa-
tions help us understand why many nineteenth-century military command-
ers argued against the adoption of contour lines for reconnaissance maps. A 
pictorial map painted a picture, whereas a contour map required patience to 
understand what occasionally appeared to be “formless confusions of lines.”13 

Te contoured map appeared objective and instilled a belief in its accuracy 
and trustworthiness. But with features omitted between the lines, contours 
present land as abstraction. Tey enable both a dispassionate viewing and the 
potential to dehumanize the land and its inhabitants. 

Two issues dogged the military’s adoption of contour lines. First, for 
the contoured map to be trustworthy, accurate surveying was necessary— 
though not always feasible. Second, contours made it difcult to visualize the 
mapped landscape quickly. Te frst map in this chapter describes mapping 
options available to the military prior to contour lines, and the second two 
explore the functional advantages and disadvantages of contour lines on mil-
itary maps. All three highlight how drawing diferent types of maps afected 
the movements of military mapmakers in the landscape. Military maps were 
unlikely to be printed, and few manuscript maps survive.14 However, those 
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discussed here were printed in military publications and used to illustrate 
arguments for improved mapmaking practices. 

Te frst mapmaker considered is Colonel Philip Bainbrigge (1786–1862). 
During the Peninsular War he drew Field Sketching before the Enemy on an 
intelligence gathering mission.15 Bainbrigge was trained to be attentive to 
salient features while moving through the landscape, to understand rudiments 
of geology, fora and fauna, and to confer with (or question) inhabitants. He 
sketched his reconnaissance map on horseback in two and a half hours. Speed 
was of the essence. He did not use contour lines; any precise drawing technique 
would have been considered almost impossible under the circumstances. He 
was pleased enough with the results—drawn directly into a sketchbook—to 
keep it. Tirty-four years later, it was printed in an article titled “Field Sketch-
ing,” appearing alongside a commentary on its making in a subsection “Sketch-
ing against time, and in the neighbourhood of the enemy.”16 

Te second map was for fortifcations. Drawn by Henry Drury Harness 
(1804–1883), it was published in 1838 to illustrate a paper he wrote titled “On 
Contoured Plans and Deflade.”17 It clearly demonstrated the cutting-edge 
advantages contour lines conferred on defense plans and contrasts with the 
frst and third maps in both scale and function. Harness’s depicts a small sec-
tion of hillside below a wall of fortifcation. He drew contour lines at fve-foot 
intervals to ascertain which areas were vulnerable to enemy observation or 
attack. Harness’s mapping process was aided by accurate surveying equipment, 
plentiful manpower, and time. His illustration and description displayed a 
solid theoretical comprehension of the advantages that isolines ofered. From 
the mid-nineteenth century, diagrammatic isolines grew in popularity as 
compelling visual explicators of geographical data in atlases and on maps, yet 
the wholesale adoption of contour lines by the military was not assured. Part 
of the reason for this is demonstrated by the third map. 

Illustrating a paper by Charles Edmund Webber (1838–1904), the third 
map was published in 1866, nearly thirty years afer Harness’s map. Webber’s 
paper was part of a series on “Military Sketching” published between 1863 
and 1874.18 All papers in the series were written to address the problem that 
“for the tactical operations of armies” there was “no uniform and systematic 
plan for expressing ground.”19 Like Harness’s map, the map that illustrated 
Webber’s arguments was contoured; however, as it was for reconnaissance 
(like Bainbrigge’s map), it was drawn with minimal instruments and using 
the body as a scale. A signifcant diference between the reconnaissance maps 
was that Bainbrigge’s was drawn during battle and Webber’s to train cadets. 
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Also, the cadets learning to contour with Webber were not expected to map 
autonomously as Bainbrigge had done. Instead, they were required to sys-
tematically survey sample strips of land.20 Webber attempted to demonstrate 
the potential advantages of contours for reconnaissance purposes, yet his 
cadets’ slow pace lef many in the military unconvinced. Comparison of the 
frst and third maps is important because Webber himself compared them. 
Te frst map, made swifly from the saddle, was prone to mistakes and the 
heights and gradients of hills could only be assessed in relation to each other. 
Te introduction of contouring enabled mapmakers to convey heights and 
gradients more precisely, but still imperfectly, because cadets augmented the 
maps afer surveying in ways that could introduce discrepancies. 

As artillery became more powerful, military men desperately required 
the advances in mapmaking that could more accurately demonstrate height, 
shape, and gradient of terrain; as one ofcer noted, “What we expect to get 
from contours is, that knowledge of the ground, that accuracy in estimat-
ing slopes, which shall make the artillery ofcer right about his ranges.”21 

Trough the scrutiny and comparison of these three military men’s maps a 
picture emerges of relative functionality, including the ability to enable and 
thwart movement by the military and the potential to facilitate the domi-
nation of land through frepower over ever greater distances. Even by the 
century’s end, this process was incomplete. 

* * * 

Maps did not miraculously materialize upon campaign tables; they required 
men to enter the feld to survey and draw them. Tis section contextualizes 
the early conditions under which military men drew maps. In the 1790s, a 
“Corps of Royal Military Surveyors and Drafsmen” was formed. Te cre-
ation of the corps heralded an acknowledgment that some uniformity and 
standardization of training would facilitate the making of military maps that 
were likely “to be employed on active service in the war with France.”22 At 
this time, drawing practice was as essential a component of a cadet’s training 
as the ability to clean a rife or fre a cannon; it was a compulsory element of 
classroom training in all military schools.23 In the classroom, cadets learned 
to draw from models. A Treatise of the time recommended that “an ofcer, 
who wishes to be employed in reconnoitrings, should studiously apply him-
self to fgure drawing, and particularly to the drawing of antique statues,” and 
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he should “work afer specimens of the most graceful and difcult outlines 
which it may be attempted to imitate.”24 

Alongside classroom drawing, cadets trained outdoors to draw at speed 
and use the body as a measuring instrument, which was termed “sketching 
without instruments.”25 It required adjudging altitude and distance by eye, 
sometimes with a “pencil held at arms length,” or by pacing: counting steps, 
by foot or hoof.26 Timepieces, even a man’s pulse, were also made use of: 
“Slopes and declivities may be judged of by the greater or less time which it 
may take a man, or a horse . . . to ascend or descend them.”27 Military men on 
both sides of the Atlantic prized a style of speedy reconnoiter that required 
the ability to move through, and notice, the landscape as would a huntsman 
who is “everywhere at home,” or by applying to “wood-cutters, hunters, trap-
pers and Indians, [as the best guides for] examining the face of the coun-
try.”28 Once attained, these skills were applied on forays into unknown and 
uncharted terrain, and to reconnoiter, read, and draw the landscape without 
becoming lost. Trough an education of the eye, ofcers and cadets learned 
to memorize and draw territory while on the move; their sketches required 
a “kind of coup d’œil which arises from practice, and that acute discernment 
which the mere habit of seeing and observing give.”29 Tis teaching style was 
only suited to gifed cadets, and as the century progressed, military instruc-
tors sought more formulaic methods for teaching the accurate shading of 
heights and gradients in the landscape. 

In 1812, George Gordon and J. H. Bedford Smith refected in their Essay 
on Military Drawing, “It must be a subject of regret . . . that no uniform and 
defned method of expressing the inequalities of ground, has hitherto been 
adopted by the British Army.” Tey sought to defne a series of rules “founded 
on incontrovertible principles, [that] admit of no variation” and argued that 
accurate data for gradient and altitude could avert dangers in the movement 
of troops and artillery.30 Teir essay included a table that divided gradients 
into those shallow enough to “admit of Manœuvres,” those between 20 and 
30 degrees to be “ascended and descended singly,” and fnally, the steepest, 
which only “Chasseurs and Rifemen” could climb up.31 Prior to the adop-
tion of contours, the question that vexed these and other writers was whether 
a pictorial drawing method for shading hills—a scale of shade—could be 
devised that would diferentiate between gradients of 5 and 10 degrees.32 

Another issue for military men was ascertaining and marking the heights 
of hill summits on maps. From 1801, a quick shorthand for “numbering 
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Figure 7.1. Karen Rann, A drawing of William Siborn’s “Military Sketch of a Hill” 
from 1822, pencil on paper, 2025. The drawing demonstrates how contour lines 
were typically used to guide and facilitate the placement of vertical hachures. 
© Karen Rann. 

hills in ascending order of height” came into use.33 Originally developed by 
the French, it was most likely introduced to military training institutions 
in England by General François Jarry (1733–1807).34 Called Relative Com-
mand, it entailed assessing the relative heights of summits in the feld by eye. 
It enabled lines of sight to be quickly ascertained, so that for fortifcation 
works it was clear which “site dominated or commanded another.”35 It was an 
efcient shorthand that lacked precision. Of two hills marked with a 2, one 
might be much nearer a 3 in height, yet the system did not enable the map 
reader to distinguish between them. Te digits added to hilltops related nei-
ther to feet nor meters (although it was later adapted by the Ordnance Survey 
to gauge measured heights).36 Initially the numbers merely indicated that a 
hill marked as a 3 was understood to be higher than one marked as 2.37 It was 
this system that Bainbrigge used on his reconnaissance map. 

Bainbrigge’s map was published thirty-four years afer its making, along-
side his recollections of it, for an article on “Field Sketching.” He wrote that 
on July 21, 1812, in preparation for the battle of Salamanca, he stood beside 
the Duke of Wellington on high ground from which they could observe 
the French army crossing the river Tormes in the valley below.38 Bainbrigge 
recalled that the duke turned to him and requested he “cross the river, and 
see what sort of a position there was . . . for stopping the advance of the 
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Figure 7.2. Colonel Bainbrigge, from “Field Sketching,” in Aide-mémoire to the 
military sciences (London: Lockwood & Co, 1853). This was a reproduction of a 
sketch made by Colonel Bainbrigge in 1812. 

French, and to make a sketch of it as quickly as possible.”39 On fording the 
river, Bainbrigge sought out “the intersections of remarkable objects” and 
marked these upon his map using a pocket sextant and compass to trian-
gulate between these and hilltops. He judged distances by pacing so as to 
show “All ground within cannon-shot (1,200 yards),” and numbered heights 
of hills by eye using Relative Command.40 His progress up some inclines was 
thwarted: “Te rocks were so rugged I could not ride up,” he wrote.41 Riding 
within earshot of enemy skirmishers’ fre, he shaded the sketch with rough 
and rapid vertical strokes, closer and darker where the slopes were steeper. 
In the article that accompanied his published map, the advantages of hori-
zontal strokes—that appear to resemble densely drawn contour lines—were 
discussed in a subsection titled “sketching at leisure.” However, the uniden-
tifed author went on to say that the “vertical mode” (that Bainbrigge had 
used) was “more easily understood in hasty sketches, where but little detail 
is admissible.”42 
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Figure 7.3. Karen 
Rann, Drawings based 
on those from plate x 
in A Course of Military 
Surveying, pencil on 
paper, 2025. The draw-
ings compare an arche-
typal hill drawn in the 
horizontal and vertical 
styles, as demonstrated 
by Basil Jackson in 
1838. © Karen Rann. 

Te rough vertically sketched strokes on Bainbrigge’s map were good 
enough for the duke to reposition his army so that the French initially with-
drew theirs. Even though military topographer Charles Edmund Webber 
thought Bainbrigge was “probably the best topographer in the army” at that 
time, he was disparaging of the map.43 He thought Bainbrigge’s map was too 
small and hastily made to give Wellington accurate information about the 
terrain.44 

However well or poorly the reconnaissance sketch had functioned for 
Wellington (he eventually won the battle), for Bainbrigge it became ingrained 
in his memory. Decades later he could recount precisely the route he fol-
lowed and his intentions. As a gifed artist-soldier, this aliveness to place and 
immersion in the landscape resulted in a visually literate map. Yet the draw-
backs were considerable. Bainbrigge’s techniques evoked the type of heroic 
endeavor that, in 1829, a military magazine urged “young ofcers” to guard 
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against. It considered ofcers were “too apt to imbibe the implicit credence 
in the miraculous powers of the coup-d’œil, and to imagine that a pencil and 
paper, a quick eye, and a hand gallop, are the only instruments needed for 
‘heaven-born genius.’”45 Heroics aside, to the military men who came afer 
Bainbrigge, the role of the artist-soldier appeared outmoded. By the 1830s, 
the preference was already for more systematic, mechanistic surveying and 
drawing methods such as contouring. 

* * * 

During the period that Arthur Robinson dubbed a “golden age” in “the 
development of geographic cartography” between 1835 and 1855, the British 
began to adopt French mapmaking techniques including contour lines.46 For 
fortifcation projects, contours were promoted by Henry Drury Harness as 
they gave more comprehensive information than traditional leveling lines. 
Leveling entailed the lengthy process of taking cross-sections of the rise and 
fall of the land along ruler-straight lines run through the terrain.47 Tese mea-
surements only aforded a series of snapshots rather than a complete picture. 

By the 1830s, the range and precision of armaments had improved dra-
matically. Te British military now needed more comprehensive information 
about terrain than leveling could ever ofer and sought out French innova-
tions such as contouring.48 Te French were ahead of the curve in the intro-
duction of contour lines for military purposes.49 In 1749 Louis Milet de 
Mureau, a fortifcations ofcer in the French army, developed a system of 
planes suspended one above the other by which he desired to demonstrate 
“the degree to which one fortifcation overlooked another.”50 Map historian 
Josef Konvitz considered his method a “frst step toward the use of contour 
lines.” From the 1760s, students at Mézières (a famous school for military 
engineers) learned Mureau’s system. In the 1780s, Jean-Baptiste Meusnier de 
la Place (1754–1793) refned it by drawing lines on maps as “curves connect-
ing points of equal value of elevation.”51 Ten, circa 1801, a man described as 
“battalion commander Haxo” was said to have used contours at two-meter 
intervals for fortifcations required by Napoleon in Italy.52 By 1809, Pierre-
Antoine Clerc (1770–1843) was using contour lines extensively for fortifca-
tions projects for Napoleon.53 Clerc probably also taught Guillaume Henri 
Dufour (1787–1875).54 Dufour was a Swiss general who, from 1812, created 
what has been described as scientifc contour line plans of fortifcations on 
Corfu.55 It is clear that the French were drawing contour lines for fortifcation 
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projects at the time of the Battle of Salamanca (in 1812), but as reconnaissance 
maps were less likely to be printed, there is no evidence of the French using 
them for this purpose at that time. 

As an instructor in fortifcation at Woolwich Royal Military Academy, 
Henry Drury Harness taught contouring and advocated for cadets to study 
“French military authors.”56 He was said to possess a “strictly logical” mind, 
turned “chiefy in the direction of mathematical and cognate problems.”57 

Rather than artistic drawing skills, he placed emphasis on what he termed 
“excellence in Mechanical Drawing.”58 In his 1838 paper “On Contoured Plans 
and Deflade,” Harness explained how contour lines—rather than leveling— 
could be applied practically in the feld (See Figure 7.4). His paper explained 
how to apply contouring, through instrumental surveying, so that “the hori-
zontal and vertical position of every point can then be at once discovered.”59 

His written argument, however, was both densely detailed and ambiguous. 
He did not specify which measuring instruments he recommended (we must 
assume a theodolite) but covered in great detail how the men should hold 
pickets, move with leveling stafs, and signal to each other. He recommended 
a scale of 200 yards to an inch “with contours at vertical intervals of about 
5 feet.”60 Tese intervals would enable a thorough assessment of “planes of fre” 
with the “consideration of the power of frearms of all kinds [which was] ren-
dered necessary by the more powerful guns and small arms.”61 Harness pro-
moted a standardized, methodological, and scientifc approach to contouring 
that elevated the collection of data and statistics over individuality and art. 

While Harness struggled to convey his ideas in words, his graphic visual-
izations were impressively farsighted. Te planimetric accuracy and tactical 
advantages he conceived in the use of contour lines was innovatively adapted 
for an entirely diferent series of isolines for a civil project in statistical map-
ping. In 1837, the Irish Railway Commissioners invited him to develop a 
series of statistical maps to facilitate the “movement of people” across Ire-
land.62 Harness designed and delivered three maps: a passenger map “of 
remarkably modern appearance,” a trafc map, and a map “Showing by the 
varieties of shading the comparative Density of the Population.”63 Each map 
presented a wealth of statistical information in a visual format without prece-
dent.64 To glance at Harness’s third map, the impression is of Ireland appor-
tioned by contour lines that depict regions diferentiated through shading. 
Tese regions, however, are not grouped by altitude—as a shaded contour 
map is. Instead, it appears he adapted the concept of contour lines and used 
their visual qualities to group together regions diferentiated by population 
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Figure 7.4. Henry 
Drury Harness, 
plate 25 from “Con-
toured Plans and 
Defilade,” in Papers 
on subjects connected 
with the duties of the 
Corps of the Royal Engi-
neers, vol. II. London: 
J. Barker, 1838. 

density. Harness never wrote up his novel methodology. Afer the famous 
cartographer Augustus Heinrich Petermann (1822–1878) saw Harness’s map, 
he deployed the concept for his own cartographic enterprises, wrote and 
published extensively on the subject, and came to be “erroneously credited 
with this innovation.”65 

* * * 

Harness’s maps had proved that isolines were useful at vastly diferent scales, 
from siting fortifcations to statistically mapping whole countries. Between 
the 1840s and 1870s, the question remained whether contouring—for recon-
naissance surveys—could be achieved, and Webber took up this query. In 
Britain, contour lines appeared on Ordnance Survey (OS) maps from the 
1840s. Yet some people argued that they were unreadable. In reports and 
parliamentary debates between 1846 and 1856, their adoption by the OS 
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was discouraged.66 Tose arguing for them recognized that contour lines 
alone “informed, at a glance, whether the access to any particular pass will 
be direct or circuitous in course, steep or easy in inclination.”67 Opponents 
claimed that “mechanical drawing systems” created visual obstacles for the 
uninitiated map reader; they risked creating “characterless,” “lifeless” maps 
of unreadable ugliness.68 By the end of the 1850s, though, contour lines were 
in regular use in Britain by both the OS and civil surveyors, who employed 
them to site industries, waterworks, roads, and railways. 

Within what was called “the theatre for the tactical operations of armies” 
military men disagreed about the utility of contour lines; indeed, the prob-
lem was exacerbated as by the 1860s, there was still “no uniform and system-
atic plan for expressing ground.”69 Appearing in the same military journal 
that had previously published Harness’s work on contouring for fortifcations 
were a series of papers for and against contours for reconnaissance purposes. 
As well as the papers, the journal also published a “Discussion” held at the 
War Ofce in May 1866, which was recorded verbatim.70 

Te papers published between 1863 and 1874 were either titled “Military 
Sketching” or “On the Representation of Ground.”71 Te frst of these, written 
by Henry Y. D. Scott, espoused the scientifc merits of contour lines drawn in 
the feld. Over twenty pages, plus nineteen full-page plates, Scott vented his 
frustration at staf ofcers, who have “had no training in the use of contours 
. . . [which] can alone give accuracy of work and certainty of reading.”72 Scott 
was convinced that contours could be drawn “with a minimum of equip-
ment” in the feld and that traditional vertical strokes (like Bainbrigge’s) were 
“unscientifc” and drawn “according to the genius of the drafsman.”73 Subse-
quent papers presented alternative drawing methods, as well as various sys-
tems by which a man’s body could be used as a surveying instrument.74 Tese 
were written by E. R. James and Charles Edmund Webber. 

Webber aired his concerns in two essays: “On the Representation of 
Ground, Especially in Military Reconnoissance” (1865) and “Military Sketch-
ing, Representation of Ground, &c” (1866). He denigrated the individualis-
tic methods Bainbrigge had employed, arguing that “giving a rough idea of 
ground” was insufcient for the modern military to invade, occupy, or hold 
ground.75 Bainbrigge’s reliance on crude sketching and Relative Command 
had been fawed, producing a “pictorial efect” that was “most calculated 
to deceive the commander.”76 Webber recommended that instead a scale of 
shade should be “entirely based on a skeleton of contours,” proposing that 
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“the scale of shade in the one case, and use of contours on the other, put the 
multitude on a par with the few.”77 

To demonstrate his argument, Webber conceived a scenario whereby he 
took the place of Bainbrigge, all those years ago, to fulfll the Duke of Wel-
lington’s request for a sketch. Webber thought Bainbrigge should not have 
worked alone. He deemed a party of sixteen men, and a further three hours, 
better suited to the mission. Webber described how he would have divided 
the ground and apportioned men to work in pairs. With minimal equipment, 
his men would pace to draw contours “to intervals of 75 feet, with interme-
diate ‘half-contours,’ or shaded to scale where necessary.” A priority was to 
ascertain the gradient of slopes, particularly “points of steepest inclination” 
in order to select “the safest parts” to position troops.78 

Webber emphasized steps to be followed rather than taking initiative or 
independent thinking. In his frst paper, he framed the argument for contour 
lines in terms of “the practicability of movement across an open or enclosed 
country, irrespective of routes,” that entailed a mode of sketching “calcu-
lated on the searching accuracy of rifed arms.”79 He thought Scott’s drawing 
method likely to “produce uniformity in results of the work of indiferent 
draughtsmen,” though considered his own method superior as it was faster to 
execute.80 Plate I, “Reconnoissance between Plumstead and Eltham,” from his 
second Essay, illustrated his system for using the body to produce contours 
(see Figure 7.5). He conceived of an average pace and height for men’s bodies 
by which “each step is so mechanical that any one could learn it in a short 
course of instruction.”81 Webber stressed the mechanical, replicable nature 
of his surveying and drawing methods. A year later, E. R. James agreed that 
“sketching must be strictly mechanical, and the sketcher need not necessarily 
be an artist.”82 Yet, rather than mapping under enemy fre, both he and Web-
ber were employed as instructors in military academies and typically used 
models of hills to teach contour lines. 

James argued that contour lines were too difcult for commanding gen-
erals to read, and too abstract.83 In 1866, he recommended that for “relief to 
the eye,” slopes should be given a “rounded appearance” and drawn “modi-
fed” by “what artists term the line of beauty, that is to say the ground at frst 
falls easily, then rapidly, and lastly easily again.”84 It is as though he thought 
military ofcers would prefer idealized gradients on their maps, rather than 
what would actually confront them in the feld! He couched his emphasis 
on “pictorial efect” as a compromise, a “means of agreement between the 
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mechanical and artistic schools.”85 James was writing from a theoretical 
standpoint and for those who still desired soldiers to be artists. 

Arguments over these papers took place during the “Discussion” chaired 
by Sir John Fox Burgoyne. During this, Webber railed at James’s pictorial ren-
dering of contours, even accusing him of “basing his sketching on contour 
lines, without actually contouring.”86 More signifcantly, both Webber and 
James received further fak from Captain Marsh—another instructor in mili-
tary surveying—for their standardization of men’s bodies. Marsh considered 
their “height of the eye” and pace ratios too arbitrary and stated, “We are not 
prepared to go into the feld and suppose that our eyes are necessarily 5 feet 
4 inches in height, or that our pace is necessarily 32 inches in length.”87 Both 
Webber and James built their arguments on theoretical practices; they had 
trained cadets at military establishments, rather than on active duty. 

Webber chose a curious series of maps to illustrate his argument. Tey 
depicted ground in the vicinity of the Royal Military Academy divided into 
six strips that had been contoured by “mere beginners” under his instruc-
tion.88 Te frst plate showed all six strips; a second illustrated in detail “the 
mode of contouring while surveying one of the strips in plate I.”89 Yet a com-
parison of the two plates reveals that contours and shading do not match up. 
It looks as though the cadet, once returned to the classroom, doubted his 
original contouring of the hill and doctored his work.90 Tese discrepancies 
are of little consequence in the classroom but could have been disastrous for 
the movement of troops in the line of fre.91 

Scott summed up the risk for a commander who relied on a sketched 
contour map: “Continuous contour lines in rough sketches . . . might lead 
to the supposition . . . that the sketcher felt more certainty in their truthful-
ness than his means of attaining accuracy justifed.”92 Scott, Webber, James, 
and the other military men who took part in the “Discussion” were unable 
to reach a consensus on how best to depict relief on reconnaissance maps. 
Instructors in military drawing, such as Webber, based their ideas on what 
could be achieved in training, rather than on active duty. Teir comprehen-
sion of what could be managed in the feld, using the body to contour, was too 
optimistic and “unsuited to military sketches.”93 During proceedings, Cap-
tain Farrell found both James’s and Webber’s scales of shade “nothing more 
nor less than the multiplication of contours,” and concluding that contours 
were “a decided strain on the imaginative powers,” his preference was for the 
reconnaissance methods Bainbrigge had employed in 1812.94 “Tis scale of 
shade will destroy all freedom of hand,” he argued.95 In agreement, Colonel 



 

  

 

 
 

179 Military Lines 

Figure 7.5. Charles Edmund Webber, plate I, “Reconnoissance between Plum-
stead and Eltham,” from “II Military Sketching, Representation of Ground, &c.,” 
in Papers on subjects connected with the duties of the Corps of the Royal Engi-
neers, New Series Vol XV. Woolwich: Jackson & Son, 1866. Reproduced by kind 
permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library. 

Simmons and Lieutenant Colonel Fisher thought most cadets were capable of 
more than “a simple, mechanical sketch” and could be relied upon to learn to 
draw faithful, pictorial maps.96 Tey thought mechanistic drawing methods 
minimized the active intelligence required of a cadet to choose for himself 
how to move and what to notice. It was not until 1880 that the War Ofce 
uniformly adopted contouring.97 And even then, their recommendation was 
that “the scale of shade [between contour lines] is only used indoors, and not 
much there, excepting when the sketcher is new to his work.”98 

* * * 

Maps were considered “an indispensable item in war,” and the information 
they contained was essential for military leaders.99 In particular, the represen-
tation of relief was vital “to the tactical movement of armies.” In 1869 this was 
the view of Auguste Frédéric Lendy, treatise writer and director of a “Practical 
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Military College.” Te importance of military maps was undisputed; the issue 
had been how best to draw them. Lendy considered much “mischief [had been] 
done by the diversity of methods employed . . . for representing ground.”100 

Early nineteenth-century maps created by soldier-artists, such as Bain-
brigge, were vague in their descriptions of height and gradient, particularly 
when contrasted with the precision a uniform scale of shade—as applied to 
a contoured map—could impart. Bainbrigge’s reconnaissance sketch showed 
how numbering the relative heights of hills, coupled with speedy instinc-
tive drawing (rather than a system) could convey enemy terrain. His sketch 
enabled his commander to picture the land before moving his troops. Once 
Bainbrigge had returned, Wellington could further question him on particu-
lars such as which slopes might be too difcult for cavalry to traverse. 

Te contour lines proposed by Harness were designed for the defense of 
a position rather than reconnaissance. His fortifcation plans were intended 
to secure a position from which enemy attacks could be repelled. Tere was 
little dissension to using contour lines for fortifcation purposes, and com-
pared with leveling—which required the same equipment—contours ofered 
a more comprehensive overview of the height, volume, and gradients of every 
hill surveyed. Because speed was a less critical factor, and the sites for fortifca-
tions were generally smaller, military surveyors could draw contour lines with 
relative accuracy. Already in use by the French, from the 1830s onward the 
advantages of contour lines for fortifcations became obvious to the British. 

We do not know if Webber’s system was ever trialed on a battlefeld. He 
expected cadets to labor mechanically, contouring narrow strips of terrain. 
Tis restricted their movements and did not permit them to build a compre-
hensive picture of enemy terrain. Another faw connected with using the body 
for contouring was the (mis)perceived truthfulness of contours. Trough their 
use on fortifcation plans, contour lines were associated with objective accu-
racy, yet contouring by eye—as Webber advocated—created lines that looked 
more accurate than they actually were. Neither Harness nor Webber thought 
that the military should rely on the artistic abilities of individuals. Te trade-
of was a loss of autonomy and freedom of initiative for surveyors. 

Te three military mapmakers discussed were selected because their views 
appeared in publications and because how they wrote about their maps could 
be compared with their illustrative examples. Each was passionate about the 
methods he used to draw his maps. Qualities such as accuracy, readability, and 
utility, contested then, can be debated anew now—particularly with regard 
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to the advantages of contouring by eye that Webber advocated. Contouring 
with the body as instrument would never produce the same level of accuracy 
that measuring equipment such as theodolite and spirit level would. How-
ever, there were occasions when equipment—other than the body—remained 
unviable for reconnaissance, and it was advisable to have cadets trained for 
such instances. Even today, mountain leader courses teach students to “read 
contours” through their feet.101 

Contour lines, unlike those for walls or barricades, are designed to be 
crossed as “they are but imaginary lines, that . . . have no natural existence.”102 

Tey aid traversal of land without prescribing specifc routes. Contour lines 
provided comprehensive information on gradients and height and facilitated 
the military to both build defenses and to move troops through hostile ter-
ritory and across enemy lines. An advocate of contouring, writing in 1854, 
stated, “Te system of contouring substitutes positive information for picto-
rial efect, and, once understood must convey the same general impression.”103 

His words neatly summed up the contour map’s evolving ability to convey 
data precisely. 

In the nineteenth century, both making a map and using it required bod-
ies moving through terrain. In the twenty-frst century, paper maps—with or 
without contour lines—have become an obsolete military technology. Printed 
contour maps are still produced for hikers; they enable anyone to imagine or 
plan forays—not limited to roads and paths, and which might cross bound-
ary lines (as the military once did)—from the comfort of home. Trough 
twentieth-century advances in aerial photography and satellite technology, 
and subsequently unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) in the twenty-frst, there 
is no longer a requirement for mapmakers to be physically present in the ter-
rain they are surveying. A military campaign can be “guided autonomously 
. . . [by UAVs that carry] ofensive ordnance . . . to interfere with or destroy 
enemy targets. Unencumbered by crew.”104 It is a technology with the potential 
to take life and territory with alarming speed and precision. Once considered 
a cutting-edge technology, contour lines are now as useless to the military as 
the cannonballs they once guided. Now, military personnel may have a pres-
ence virtually anywhere. From the comfort of a control center they can cast an 
eye over villages and track across felds a continent away. Unlike Bainbrigge, 
moving physically through enemy terrain two centuries before, military pres-
ence on the ground now would never entail carrying a sketchbook. Instead, 
through possession of real-time live-feed and remotely controlled frepower, 
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the military may now hold and conquer terrain, rewrite borders and bound-
ary lines, and literally take the ground from under our feet. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Indian Centers, Colonial Peripheries 

Locating the International in Early America 

Charles W. A. Prior 

What defned the international society of early America?1 Tis essay seeks to 
frame a preliminary answer to this question by using diplomacy and spatial 
representations of Indigenous power as lenses to consider interpolity relations 
in the Northeastern Woodlands. A series of interlinked historiographical 
moves help us to bring the international character of this region into focus. 
Te frst is the re-centering of Indigenous power, a development that has cut 
colonialism down to size and redrawn the map of power dynamics within, 
across, and between zones of cross-cultural interaction. Te reconceptual-
ization of Indigenous power in terms of location, movement, linkages, and 
networks foregrounds interactions within common worlds across multiple 
spatial and jurisdictional contexts.2 Second, a range of studies has revealed 
these zones—grounds, lands, frontiers, inposts, meridians—as places where 
“local afairs” were “world revealing,” linked to and illustrative of wider move-
ments in international afairs.3 Tird, historians have sought to bring order to 
this eclectic and borderless set of places by searching for common and com-
mensurate experiences, languages, and meanings.4 Europeans were obliged 
to both understand Indigenous epistemologies of power and to work within 
them by adopting the sets of customs through which they were expressed.5 In 
the process, they became treaty people. 

Where colonial, imperial, and state power were concentrated around 
enclaves of settlement and a loose arc of posts and fortifcations, diplomatic 
links with Indigenous polities pulled Europeans into a multinodal world of 
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kinship, alliance, and exchange. Anglophone ofcials sought to create a colo-
nial world, but they were repeatedly obliged to operate in an international one. 
Tis reality is captured in contemporary maps that juxtapose Indigenous and 
colonial polities in spaces where neither had a monopoly of power. John Mitch-
ell’s map of British and French domains (1755) depicts spaces where violence, 
movement, and diplomatic accommodation shaped multilayered relationships 
among Indigenous and Anglophone social formations. On the ground, trea-
ties—particularly the sequence of Covenant Chain councils held in New York 
and Pennsylvania—constituted points of intersection in a broader geography 
of international relations that were conducted according to a hybrid set of 
political and cultural norms. 

Tis essay locates the international in two senses. First it places Indig-
enous polities within a framework of relations that is infected by the epis-
temologies of colonialism and the state. Recent work on imperial locations 
helps to position diplomatic relationships in contexts that are shaped by mul-
tiple interactions, shared concepts, historical ties, and cultural knowledge.6 

Second, it locates the international in points of intersection between Indig-
enous and (for the purposes of this essay) Anglophone polities. To do so, it 
uses Mitchell’s map as an illustration of Indigenous territoriality and history, 
centered on Iroquoia and its precincts, that places colonies as one power 
grouping sited in a landscape of multiple nations and difused sovereignties. 
Te deep textures of relations within these spaces are evident, albeit trans-
mitted through European eyes, in the records of diplomacy that were pro-
duced by imperial ofcials as they negotiated the complex protocols of the 
Covenant Chain. What New York’s secretary of Indian afairs Peter Wraxall 
described as “this peculiar Specie of Politics” was conducted in locales of the 
international and defned by cross-cultural diplomacy that was characterized 
by distinct languages, norms, and customs.7 

In Marshall Beier’s concise formulation, Indigenous diplomacies are not 
new but “newly noticed,” having been obscured by European epistemologies 
and concepts of international relations.8 Historians of international thought 
have suggested that we focus on the locations where the norms that structured 
interpolity relations were formed and applied.9 Iroquoia and the broader 
spaces illustrated by Mitchell form one such locale. Interactions within these 
locations were not exclusively statist, but included individuals, small nations, 
peoples, and companies; they constituted an “array of actors” who observed 
negotiated principles of “amity.”10 Most importantly, sovereignty—the defn-
ing concept of modern states and the states system—emerged as contingent 
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and malleable, rather than as a “fxed” and perfect category. Negotiated and 
plural concepts of sovereignty defned the politics of interpolity zones, in 
which diplomatic alliances and treaty protocols created a particular space 
and set of nation-to-nation relations.11 Te Covenant Chain exemplifes this 
pattern of relations. It was a mechanism of consensus, sovereign negotia-
tion, and the regulation of commerce and settlement. It transformed Britain’s 
imperial domain into an international system that was regulated by cross-
cultural norms of amity, alliance, and negotiated sovereignty. 

Locating the International 

Historians of early American diplomacy have long debated where Indig-
enous peoples ft both in relation to colonial and imperial powers, and to 
the foreign policy of the early federal government.12 To consider Indigenous 
nations as purely domestic entities has the efect of “normalizing” colonial-
ism, subtracting them from the sphere of international relations.13 Addition-
ally, international relations as a discipline is difcult to disentangle from the 
conceptual frameworks that surround both the state and the emergence of 
international law, which vindicated “advanced colonial practice.”14 Much of 
the historiography on this topic is focused on the early national period, where 
the supremacy of the domestic sovereignty of the United States went in par-
allel with its emergence as a “treaty-worthy” international power. A diferent 
kind of internationalism can be applied to the colonial northeast, a place that 
was defned by social worlds, village worlds, and middle grounds that con-
tained what Richard White called “aspects of a world system.” Te Covenant 
Chain—multinational and multilocal—was an approach to alliance that cre-
ated a “peculiar political arena” of movement, exchange, and alliance whose 
sinews were Iroquoian languages and concepts of law and diplomacy.15 

Diplomatic, military, and commercial engagement with Indigenous nations 
contributed to the formation of international law.16 Tese concepts contained 
embedded cultural assumptions that defned Indigenous peoples as stateless 
nomads, whose rights to land were recognized for the purely instrumental 
purpose of rendering their cessions legally sound.17 Native Americans were 
classifed as “subjects,” as peoples requiring protection, incorporation, and 
ultimately—in the formulation of the Marshall court—as “domestic depen-
dent nations.”18 Likewise, in common with the difused sovereignty of the Brit-
ish imperial constitution, the character of the federal order that emerged in 
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the 1780s was Janus-faced; its relations with individual states, as well as the 
Indigenous nations of the continental interior, tilted between domestic and 
foreign afairs. It is little wonder, then, that so much early work on foreign 
policy in colonial and early national settings made only tentative steps toward 
positioning Indigenous polities as diplomatic sovereigns.19 One state of the 
feld essay that appeared in the wake of Te Middle Ground noted “how proft-
ably the tribes can be made full actors in the story of white rivalries.”20 

By contrast, historians of early America broadly agreed that internation-
alism was implicit in the broader processes of state formation and exchange 
that shaped the geographical proliferation of the colonial system.21 Tis is not 
a new insight. As early as 1934 Max Savelle argued that diplomacy was shaped 
by impulses that were “inherent in the geographical situation of colonies,” and 
that the rise of European imperial formations in the west created a “new inter-
national situation.”22 Emily Rosenberg noted that the edges of the expand-
ing American domain were not protean national spaces, but the “borders of 
global power.” It followed that colonialism generated “international relation-
ships” where frontiers dissolved into “international zones,” and where colonial 
wars, the American Revolution, and westward expansion were all “episodes 
in international history.”23 For Karen Kupperman, “America was international 
before it became national” and in the process of the consolidation of national 
state power, “margins were crucial locations.”24 Even the “west” was interna-
tionalized as a multinational “meeting ground” and a “global frontier.”25 Tis 
frontier comprised a set of locales where settlerism operated within “spaces of 
transnational history,” for example in the Great Lakes region that linked the 
Indigenous west to the colonial outposts of the Atlantic coast.26 

Such transnational spaces of interaction required hybridized and cross-
cultural norms of diplomacy. On one view, colonial-era diplomacy was an 
extension of the Westphalian system of states into Indigenous domains, 
where European rules and norms were introduced and adopted by a process 
of “global dissemination.”27 With colonialism came public law and diplomatic 
conventions, with the consequence that Europeans did not consider treaties 
concluded with Indigenous peoples to be equal to state-to-state agreements.28 

As Leonard Sadosky argued, while Europeans were initially obliged to work 
within the framework of borderlands diplomacy, these unformed spaces 
were ultimately incorporated into the Westphalian system through a process 
of territorial and juridical state-formation. Here, borderlands were periph-
eries that would over time be transformed by European-style statecraf and, 
ultimately, by the imperatives of republican state-formation. It followed that 
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if borderlands were impermanent, then so too were the diplomatic cultures 
that structured relations within them.29 Yet the nascent United States found 
itself confronted with Indigenous confederations that “encircle the Union 
from Maine to Georgia” and assumed their previous role as foils to the expan-
sion of a land-based imperial formation.30 Te pivot of the United States away 
from middle ground–style diplomacy toward a single sovereignty may have 
closed of internationalism east of the Mississippi, but the Haudenosaunee 
reforged Covenant Chain links with Britain in the Grand River, establishing 
new international locales in the process.31 

One premise of the legal framework of colonialism was that European 
claims to de jure sovereignty had to be worked out in a context of “inter-
societal law.”32 “Treaties”—mutually ratifed agreements with Indigenous 
sovereigns—were instruments of colonialism in that they provided evidence 
of the rightful possession of “foreign” territory and signaled Indigenous 
acceptance of European presence.33 In this sense, colonial North America 
was incorporated into the “extended treaty system” of Europe.34 Te treaty-
making revolution of the nineteenth century led to the extension of inter-
national society, as new American states entered the international system as 
“highly active treaty makers.”35 International law served to legitimize colo-
nialism, but colonialism was also defned in a juridical sense by treaties that 
revealed the “international quality of relations” between states and Indige-
nous sovereigns. Notwithstanding, diplomatic agreements with Indigenous 
powers were not constrained by the universalist principles of equity and 
justice within international law.36 Colonialism helped to universalize aspects 
of international law, but it did not foreclose the sovereignty of Indigenous 
powers within that system—a premise that underpins current calls for the 
recognition of Indigenous rights in the international sphere.37 As I will sug-
gest below, the Covenant Chain reveals the prevalence of locally determined 
norms of interpolity relations, which functioned as parts of an international 
society that was formed by and within processes of imperialism.38 

Mapping the International 

Te international locales of early America were defned by strong diplomacy 
and weak borders. In such a context, an account of sovereignty predicated 
on absolute power within defned territories was less prevalent than legiti-
macy, recognition, and the capacity for diplomacy. Additionally, sovereignty 
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Figure 8.1. John Mitchell, A Map of the British and French Dominions in North 
America (1755). Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, Louisiana: 
European Explorations and the Louisiana Purchase. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd 
/g3300.np000009. 

was relational rather than purely spatial: People moved and interacted and in 
doing so formed alliances that stretched across space and cut across borders.39 

As European states sought to project their power into Indigenous spaces, that 
power “weakened at the periphery.” Perfect spaces of sovereignty under the 
jurisdiction of states and bounded by borders were, in fact, a “fabric full of 
holes,” confned to “islands of occupation,” an “archipelago” situated inside 
and among vividly mapped concentrations of Indigenous powers.40 Europe-
ans created maps to exhibit their territorial claims to themselves and rival 
states, but in the process, they also mapped the domains of Indigenous poli-
ties and the relationship of imperial powers to them. 

John Mitchell’s 1755 A Map of the British and French Dominions in North 
America is a well-known point of reference in negotiations over territory and 
borders in the American interior.41 Te map of eastern North America pre-
sented a layered landscape of imperial, colonial, and Indigenous domains—a 
confation of homelands and empires.42 Its imperial elements are indicated 
most obviously in the title, and the cartouche, dominated by the royal arms 

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3300.np000009
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and depicting the Indigenous as subjects under the protection of the Crown.43 

Out in the feld of the map, Mitchell ran lines that demarcated the “bounds” of 
Virginia and New England as they were set out in early seventeenth-century 
charters.44 Positioned around the map are blocks of text that narrate episodes 
in the diplomatic history of the interior. For instance, Mitchell indicated the 
territory “formally surrendered” by the Cherokee to the Crown under the 
terms of the Treaty of Westminster. 

Te colonial northeast is conspicuous in its density of place names, par-
tially obscuring an Indigenous toponymy, while at the same time historiciz-
ing a long process of confict and the acquisition of territory.45 Intercolonial 
borders are dimly drawn, whereas putative claims to the trans-Appalachians 
are indicated by prominent labels, particularly Virginia’s, refecting a long-
sought “prospect into unlimited Empires.”46 Imperial ofcials remarked on 
the raw potential of colonial dominion, all the more apparent “for viewing a 
map made on a large scale”—which map, we do not know—“we found them 
seated on an extensive continent . . . and which we dreaded, least time should 
[be] established into an empire of dangerous consequence.”47 

Te most compelling feature of Mitchell’s map is its treatment of Indige-
nous territoriality. At least since 1751, agents of the British empire had corre-
sponded with Mitchell to discuss the relationship between Indigenous polities 
and British territorial claims. In July 1751, Cadwallader Colden reminded him 
that “the Indians have no registers whereby they can prove their right to what 
they claim. It wholly depends on Tradition and hearsay evidence [. . .] there-
fore their claims must be subjected to disputes.”48 Haudenosaunee territorial-
ity is present in the diplomatic record, where council speakers characterized 
the Confederacy as an expansive regional presence with extended domains, 
infuence, and a strategy of using conquest and alliances as mechanisms for 
consolidating power. Mitchell’s map indicated those Indigenous claims to 
space through mediums that included Indigenous toponyms and explanations 
of migrations and territorial transactions. 

Mitchell’s map portrayed the Haudenosaunee as an expansive confeder-
acy whose political history was inscribed on the land and whose power was 
amplifed by water and projected through key nodes of communication and 
exchange. On the map, the domain of the Six Nations is, next to New France 
and Louisiana, the largest territorial formation. Tese prominent homelands 
stretch from Virginia to northeast New York and are labeled with each of the 
constituent nations’ territories and networks of villages. Viewers can see loca-
tions of strategic importance. Canahogue—the site of modern Cleveland—is 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

198 Movement 

labeled as a “seat of War, the mart of Trade & the Chief Hunting Grounds” of 
the Six Nations. Mitchell also depicted the history of the territoriality of the 
Haudenosaunee, using the French name given to the peoples of the Long-
house: Irocoisia, “the original country of the Iroquois” is positioned in the 
vicinity of Lake Champlain. By 1755, the St Lawrence River was the “river of 
the Iroquois,” above which were the lands of the “northern Iroquois.” 

Historians have tended to view Haudenosaunee claims to “conquest” with 
skepticism, interpreting them as part of a symbiotic relationship with Britain 
that added territories gained by conquest to the Crown’s imperial domains.49 

Certainly, the Crown sought power in borderland spaces that were not cap-
tured by the rational geography of surveyed bounds and lines of property; 
cession of land from Confederacy to Crown pushed British domains west. At 
Quadoghe (modern Chicago), Mitchell indicated the “Bounds of their deed of 
Sale to ye Crown of Britain,” agreed frst at Albany in 1701, and then renewed in 
treaties in 1720 and 1744. Around the Great Lakes, Mitchell noted the “ancient” 
villages and homelands of the Illinois, Eries, Outaouais (Odawa), Hurons, 
and Algonquians, which were absorbed by “Right of Conquest,” the details 
of which were narrated in two blocks of script that also detailed the history 
of those nations who were under the “alliance and subjection” of the British 
Crown.50 “Conquest” and the sites of abandoned villages are markers of layers 
of movement, driven by mourning wars that were themselves spurred by the 
biological efects of colonial intrusion in the form of smallpox. Haudenos-
aunee, carrying superior weapons and moving swifly by water, pushed into 
the villages of the western Great Lakes in the search for furs and captives.51 

Mitchell’s labels convey processes of change within and between Indigenous 
polities. 

Te Mitchell map presents us with a confation of imperial and Indig-
enous territoriality. First and foremost, it is a map defned by Indigenous 
presence rather than erasure. Colonial knowledge of Indigenous nations 
was shaped by proximity, and so the coastal and trans-Appalachian regions 
are more detailed than the speculative and conjectural trans-Mississippian 
spaces. Iroquoia is the literal center of the map: Cutting across colonial bor-
ders, its toponyms intermingled with new names in a patchwork of villages. 
Reaching out from this center were unseen connections that Mitchell hinted 
at in brief commentaries: kinship, exchange, tribute, and other forms of link-
age between Indigenous nations in lands well beyond what the map labeled 
as the “extent of English settlements”—located at the headwaters of the Cum-
berland River in present-day Kentucky. A particularly striking example of 
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this can be found in a general congress held by William Johnson with rep-
resentatives of multiple Native nations in March 1768, in which an unnamed 
speaker reminded the audience of the ability of the Haudenosaunee to extend 
their senses across wide spaces: 

We have large Wide Ears and we can hear that you are going to Settle 
Great numbers in the heart of our Country, and our Necks are stretched 
out, and our faces set to the Sea Shore to watch their motions . . . our 
Legs are long, and our sight so good that we can see a great way thro’ 
the Woods.52 

Te map reveals the extent to which contemporaries defned space in 
terms of activities, a set of dynamic processes defned by the “ability to control 
movement and access” to specifc locations and resources, and where path-
ways were spaces of “balance” that leavened “uneven levels of power.”53 We 
need to think beyond our assumptions of inevitable settler expansion that 
the open western borders of the colonies suggest and consider a second story, 
defned by deep cultural interaction, diplomatic negotiation, and movement 
along negotiated routes of trade. 

The Covenant Chain as an International System 

Where many historians have been guarded in their characterizations of Iro-
quois power, work on international relations has taken a very diferent tack. 
Te Confederacy has been characterized as a “security regime,” an “inter-
national organization” whose power was extended through a realist foreign 
policy of alliances.54 Te Great Law of Peace was a normative system that 
governed “inter-nation(al) relations,” while the oral tradition that contained 
the founding of the Confederacy was an account of “nation-formation,” 
the development of foreign policy, and positions on the “rights of foreign 
nations.”55 Iroquoian power “rested on location, numbers, and political orga-
nization,” and in the capacity to infuence diplomacy, both in terms of con-
duct and outcomes.56 Te Iroquois sent diplomatic missions to articulate 
their foreign policy to locations throughout the Great Lakes, the Southeast, 
and to the British imperial capital.57 But perhaps the most obvious expres-
sion of their power lay in the ability to set and shape the terms on which 
the diplomacy of the American Northeast was conducted, which resulted in 
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relationships framed by the use of wampum, condolence ceremonies, and 
councils held in key locations in Iroquoia. Te Covenant Chain was the vehi-
cle of this diplomatic power and refected Iroquoian self-determination and 
what Iris Marion Young has aptly described as “procedural unity.”58 Tese 
procedures were components of a diplomatic relationship that was histor-
ically rooted, culturally complex, and that bound and constrained Anglo-
phone ofcials within a set of conventions and norms.59 

Covenant Chain diplomacy was a system that the British joined rather 
than fashioned and only partially understood. Its character became a topic of 
discussion in metropolitan diplomatic circles and in the wider public sphere 
of print. Accounts of treaties and “Indian afairs” formed part of the expan-
sion of the political culture of empire and the imperial claims to territory 
that accompanied it. Te Iroquois appeared in these texts as both fearsome 
adversaries and shrewd diplomats, what one observer described as “thorough 
bred politicians.” Cadwallader Colden noted that they “use many Metaphors 
in their Discourse,” which “under the Pen of a skilful Interpreter may strongly 
move our Passions by their lively Images.”60 William Johnson, writing in the 
1750s and describing a collection of treaties he had negotiated, explained that 
the (male) reader would learn about “the sentiments of nations, as far distant 
from him on the globe, as, perhaps, he imagines them to be, with respect 
to his superior attainments as a rational creature.” However, the student of 
global afairs needed to understand that while a “Hyde-park education” was 
a requirement for grasping European politics, it was “very useless, indeed” 
when “transported to the banks of the Ohio.”61 Abridged sections of Colden’s 
text became a standard preface for treaties printed in London. For instance, 
the record of a council held at Philadelphia (1742) was prefxed with an 
account of the “frst Confederacy” and a list of the principal nations, tribu-
taries, and peoples in alliance with the Iroquois. Te power of the Confed-
eracy reached—as Mitchell’s map showed in detail—deep into the interior 
to “the remotest Indian Nations of North America, and forc’d them to court 
the Friendship and Protection of such a formidable Power.” Once again, Iro-
quoian diplomatic practice attracted comment, with the author observing that 
the Confederacy possessed a “nice Address in the Conduct of their Afairs.”62 

It is notable that these accounts approached the Haudenosaunee in terms of 
power politics and contained no glimpses of their inner workings, whether 
that included the foundational nature of the Great Law, the centrality of Clan 
Matrons, or the importance of clans or oral traditions. 
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Te Covenant Chain was a potent mixture of history, symbol, and meta-
phor, a fexible approach to alliance that revolved around rituals of greeting 
and renewal; it bound people together and it expanded to the scope of the 
community that the alliance contained.63 Its treaty protocols are well known. 
Council speeches provided narrations of sovereignty and were a medium for 
the representation of temporal and spatial connections and paths, an Indige-
nous epistemology of unity, amity, and fctive kinship; they afrmed alliances, 
served as calls to war, and as declarations of peace, trust, and friendship.64 

In elements of council speech, wampum was critical, and belts produced 
for Covenant Chain councils presented multilateralism in pictorial form. At 
Philadelphia, the Seneca orator Kanickhungo presented the British with a 
“large belt of white Wampum of eleven Rows, with four black St George’s 
Crosses in it.” Tis belt combined key symbols of the political culture of each 
nation. Speaking on it, he explained that it bound “all the English Govern-
ments and all the Indians,” and that those “who have the Direction of Afairs 
in our own nations” employ wampum as “an Account of all these Tings . . . 
faithfully preserved.” Te Covenant Chain was not only “between the Chiefs 
of our Nations, and the Chiefs or Principal Men of this Government, but 
likewise between all our People, and all your People” and “several other 
Nations of Indians around us.”65 As an object, the belt had been fashioned 
over a period of time in order to provide a map of alliances, a networked 
structure that bound together the nations of the Confederacy, the Crown, 
colonial governments, and the wider international community of Indigenous 
and Anglophone peoples. 

Wampum was also a central element of the treaty council that gathered 
at Easton in 1758. Tis was a large conference that convened during war, 
and its importance is indicated by the fact that colonial clerks—unusually— 
noted the presence and number of Iroquois women, likely Clan Matrons.66 

A number of belts are mentioned in the record: those exchanged at earlier 
councils and kept as part of the Iroquoian repository of the material and oral 
culture of diplomacy; belts sent from place to place to summon nations to 
councils; belts presented by William Johnson; individual strings of wampum, 
and requests for the return of belts sent to relay messages. Colonial ofcials 
arrived with their own belt, which was fashioned to symbolize the agree-
ments reached around the “ancient” council fre at Philadelphia, presenting 
what is described as “A large white Belt, with the Figure of a Man at each End, 
and Streaks of Black, representing the Road from the Ohio to Philadelphia.”67 
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Te metaphors of path and road predominate in council speech and were 
employed by both Indigenous and European speakers, not to reference hard 
boundaries, but to underscore mobility, limber networks, and lines of commu-
nication. Yet behind the ritual and metaphorical elements of diplomatic cul-
ture lay clear objectives that the Confederacy sought to achieve in diplomatic 
transactions. Metaphors expressed through speeches and wampum conveyed 
Haudenosaunee policy that Europeans who entered Indigenous territory 
exercised no direct supremacy there, instead becoming the newest among 
neighboring nations. In the words of the Cayuga sachem Toka’en:yon, “A Road 
has been made from our Country to this Council Fire, that we might treat 
about Friendship; and as we came down the Road, we saw, that by some Mis-
fortune or other, Blood has lately been spilt on it.”68 Te reply, from Tomas 
King (Saghughsuniunt, Oneida), reveals how the central issues of trade, land, 
and strategic alliance were put in motion: 

When we first heard of the French coming to Ohio, we immediately 
sent Word to the Governors of Virginia and Pennsylvania; we desired 
them to come, and likewise to supply us with such Things as were 
proper for War, intending to defend our Lands, and hinder the French 
from taking Possession of them: but these Governors did not attend 
to our Message; perhaps they thought there was no Foundation for 
our Intelligence. The French [] came, and become our Neighbors; and 
you neither coming yourselves, nor assisting us with warlike Stores, 
our People of Necessity were obliged to trade with them for what we 
wanted, as your Traders had left the Country. The Governor of Vir-
ginia took Care to settle on our Lands for his own Benefit; but when 
we wanted his Assistance against the French, he disregarded us.69 

Te speech reveals not just connections, but their internal dynamics. Te 
orator’s words indicate agency in the sense that the nations of the Haudeno-
saunee determine the nature of their relationship with Europeans and spe-
cifcally seek trade in desired goods that could be relayed along Indigenous 
pathways of exchange. Trade, access to Indigenous networks of alliance, and 
military assistance were vital to the Confederacy’s pragmatic political stance 
that sought to preserve the cohesion and infuence of the Haudenosaunee 
amid interimperial rivalry in the Great Lakes. Alliances with Europeans were 
efective levers to provide security of territory and to establish bufer zones 
to limit foreign incursion. Underpinning the whole is a seam of pragmatism 
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combined with an insistence on reciprocity, but this did not mean that the 
Iroquois were irrevocably bound in obligation to the English. 

In the decade preceding the Seven Years’ War, British ofcials used coun-
cils to gather information about the reach of the alliance structure of the 
Covenant Chain. At a council held at Philadelphia in 1742, Governor George 
Tomas sought information about the location of the warriors of each 
nation, where zones of peace were established, and whether the details of 
treaties concluded at Albany had made their way west. His principal interest 
was the “State and Condition of the Nations to the Westward of the Great 
Lakes.” Te answer, by an unattributed speaker, was that the Confederacy 
“had always Abundance of their Men out amongst the Nations situate to the 
West of their Lakes. Tat they had kindled a Fire with a vast many Nations, 
some whereof were Tributaries, and they had a good Understanding with all.” 
Tey described embassies to the “southern Indians” and another sent to the 
Governor of New York. Te reply shows the Iroquois fanning out to all points 
of the compass, extending diplomacy into the Great Lakes Middle Ground 
to bring nations there into the commercial and political orbit of the British 
polities of the Northeast, an association that gave the Six Nations additional 
political power.70 

Te extent of Iroquoian networks and conduits of diplomacy both pene-
trated and encircled the domains claimed by colonial governments. At 
the pivotal council at Lancaster (1744), the Onondaga diplomat Canassat-
ego described a landscape of Indigenous alliances and connections.71 Tis 
framework of Indigenous power relations is one that does not explicitly 
include colonial powers or peoples and concerns passage through Virginia 
to the Tuscarora: 

with whom, we hold Correspondence; but the Road between us and 
them, has been stop’d for some Time, on account of the Misbehaviour 
of some of our Warriours, and they shall keep to that Road; but as that 
would be very inconvenient, for Messengers, going to the Tuscaroro’s, 
we desire, they may go the old Road.72 

Te passage is important not for the substance of the issue but rather for 
the way in which it reveals the networks of diplomacy between spaces that 
lacked exact borders. Tere are two roads, one recently taken by war parties 
making their way south and the other agreed at Albany in 1722. At a later 
Albany council (1745), George Clinton reminded colonial ofcials that the 
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Covenant Chain bound them to “all the far Nations of Indians in League with 
our Great King,” while Canassatego confrmed the reach of Iroquoian alli-
ances “with a Great Number of far Indians.”73 

British ofcials studied and coveted the power that was conveyed by these 
alliances. From the standpoint of metropolitan ofcials, the Iroquois opened 
the door to the west and had the potential to draw other nations into rela-
tionships with the colonial inposts of the Anglophone east. According to a 
commentary attached to the 1746 treaty at Albany, “Te Reputation they have 
gain’d among all the Indian Nations in North America, gives them an Infu-
ence in the Councils of every Nation.” Te same observer recorded that the 
Mohawk delegation at Albany was not concerned with “Afairs on the other 
Side of the Sea” and preferred to attend to “what is properly their Business.”74 

Tat business, as William Johnson noted in a memo to the Board of Trade, 
centered on relations with other Native Americans. He wrote, “Te Eyes of 
all the Western Tribes of Indians are upon the behaviour of the Six Nations.” 
He continued with the shrewd observation that their “fame of power” lay not 
in the actual use of force but in the ability to skillfully play the “neutral part.” 
Tis, he concluded, “I apprehend to be their modern State.”75 

In memos to the Board of Trade, Johnson was emphatic that international 
diplomacy was a vital element of imperial reason of state: To tap into the cir-
cuits of power that shaped the Indigenous interior, the British needed the 
Iroquois. Afer the French capitulation in 1761, the English found themselves 
facing a Confederacy that could set aside neutrality for a renewed phase of 
imperial policy, and each power looked at the western reaches of colonies 
and the Ohio as a space to widen access to markets, to consolidate bufer 
zones, and to cultivate new allies. Johnson was keenly aware of this shif and 
sought to fnd a balance between colonial security (forts, frontier settlement) 
and the expansion of diplomacy using the Covenant Chain as a mechanism: 
“the Six Nations in particular having a great infuence over the rest and being 
the best barrier for [New York] and the neighboring provinces.”76 

Given the strategic importance of the Haudenosaunee, metropolitan 
ofcials and their colonial counterparts devoted a great deal of money and 
attention to diplomacy, which became a signifcant burden on the fscal and 
military resources of an imperial system spread thinly on American and Asi-
atic Indigenous continents. Te British found themselves under heavy obliga-
tions to maintain their standing with the Iroquois, which is suggestive of the 
cultural “sof” power that the Confederacy could deploy to cement alliances 
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and their accompanying obligations—access to trade goods, gifs of tribute, 
recognition of Iroquoian territoriality. Johnson sought to maintain clear and 
swif lines of communication and used the spatial metaphor of the Longhouse 
to stress the importance of relaying news from locales of the interior back to 
his base at the eastern door in the Mohawk Valley: 

As you have always been looked upon as the door of the Six Nations 
where all news, especially from the Westward and Southward must 
enter and go out, we don’t hear this door open as we used to do for-
merly, and believe it to be worn out, & think it necessary to hang on a 
new one of such wood as will never decay; the noise of which when it 
opens should alarm all the Confederacy.77 

Te removal of the French and the decommissioning of forts and gar-
risons in the Ohio lef the British with an imperial infrastructure of costly 
outposts that served as hubs for trade. In a memo to George III an ofcial 
admitted that forts were costly, and neither “awe or distress the Indians, tho’ 
they may contribute to our information of their transactions.” Te question 
that imperial ofcials faced in the 1760s was whether the necessary costs of 
diplomacy could be borne by an imperial economy that emerged from the 
war with a colossal debt. Writing to Tomas Gage in the wake of the Treaty 
of Niagara, where over sixty thousand pounds was spent on gifs, Johnson 
admitted, “I am greatly concerned at the amount of the Indian expences.” 
He continued to insist that diplomatic afairs were worth the costs of “sup-
porting an interest with many nations.”78 Although the Haudenosaunee were 
willing to negotiate with many other Indigenous nations, they expected that 
British diplomacy would require the attention of a single sovereign power, 
national as opposed to local. A memorandum prepared by Lords of Trade 
on “Indian Afairs” referred to the “alteration” in the “State” of the Crown’s 
dominions, which requires an “alteration in the System,” particularly con-
cerning “matters which the Indians would not submit to the discussion of 
particular colonies.” Te Confederacy’s concern was not with marking out 
imperial possession but rather with creating a zone of international inter-
action. Tis zone, the Lords of Trade acknowledged, was “necessary for the 
preservation of the British interest with those Indians and for the preventing 
all foreign infuence and Connection” in a setting where the British role is 
“increased by alliances with those numerous Nations heretofore under the 
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Dominion of France.”79 Here again, Mitchell’s careful placement of Indige-
nous nations in spaces where borders were either tentative or absent suggests 
that contemporaries recognized broad zones of interaction. 

Interaction with the Haudenosaunee also infuenced the shape of the 
political system that developed in the colonies. Benjamin Franklin’s well-
known remarks about the political organization of the Six Nations, which has 
“subsisted Ages, and appears indissoluable,” is one of many instances where 
colonial ofcials recognized that the model of confederacy was well-suited 
to the difusion of nations throughout the northeast.80 Colonial proximity 
to Indigenous sovereigns was a strong prompt to the articulation of distinct 
sovereign powers, all of which pertained to afairs outside sketchy colonial 
borders. Te United Colonies in 1643 declared that “we live encompassed with 
people of several nations and strange languages,” and this fact required a fed-
eral approach to “all afairs of our war or peace leagues” necessary for “such a 
confederation of amity.” Similarly, the Albany Plan of Union gave the proposed 
president general the power “to hold or direct all Indian treaties in which the 
general interest of the colonies may be concerned; and make peace or declare 
war with Indian nations.”81 And, at Albany in 1775, the Twelve United Colo-
nies presented themselves to the Iroquois as a diplomatic federation. In draf 
Articles of Confederation completed the previous month, Franklin recom-
mended “A perpetual Alliance ofensive and defensive, is to be enter’d into as 
soon as may be with the Six Nations; their Limits to be ascertain’d and secur’d 
to them.”82 Te United Colonies’ speaker at Albany recalled Canassatego’s 
words (spoken at Lancaster in 1744) on the advantages of confederal govern-
ment, and on this basis compared the union of colonies to “twelve arrows” 
lashed together—a common Iroquoian usage.83 Tey presented a union belt 
that signifed the historic Covenant Chain and asked the attending nations to 
remain neutral in the “family quarrel”—a rif between kin—between colonies 
and Crown that broke the “covenant chain” and led the king to “enter into a 
new covenant against us.” Te commissioners declared their intention to hold 
frm to the alliance, keeping the path “open with all our people and yours, 
to pass and repass without molestation,” and pledging to “seek measures for 
healing the breach” in the event of confict.84 Te discussions at Albany took 
place before the drafing of the Model Treaty and represent a moment when, 
as Locke expressed it a century earlier, a newly coalescing “foederative power” 
exercising “the Power of War and Peace, Leagues and Alliances” engaged in 
structured international relations with “Communities without the Common-
wealth.”85 Te capacity to conduct international afairs was an intrinsic part of 
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a long gestation of an account of sovereignty that crystallized in the Declara-
tion of Independence, a document that positioned the United States within 
and beside an international community of sovereigns. Indigenous polities 
were also clearly present among these powers of the earth. 

* * * 

If we accept that the Covenant Chain was an international system, locating 
the international in early America places two key conceptual issues in focus. 
Te frst is the premise that the state is both the primary unit in interna-
tional relations and the product of the dismantling of imperial structures at 
the end of the eighteenth century.86 Te Iroquois did not relate to states as 
they are defned by these assumptions: Colonies were dependencies sited—as 
Mitchell’s map indicated—on a ragged periphery of thinly applied imperial 
power that was inevitably difused through and shaped by local circum-
stances. Colonies lacked fxed borders and instead negotiated with Indige-
nous sovereigns to agree on their legitimacy and course; they lacked full-scale 
international recognition outside of the northeast; they did not exercise com-
plete sovereignty but sat within an imperial structure of descending law and 
authority. Terefore, a defnition of “international society” comprised of state 
and nonstate actors does not capture the complexity of nation-to-nation 
diplomacy that characterized the Covenant Chain.87 Instead, in this context 
the international was characterized by embedded diplomatic customs and 
rituals that were intrinsic to the political culture of the Haudenosaunee. Alli-
ances of kin were thickened by diplomacy and reached toward the far edges 
of Mitchell’s map, drawing Europeans into the orbit of the Confederacy along 
multiple paths, routes, and circuits of exchange and power. 

Te second issue is the relationship between colonialism and diplomatic 
encounter. Te spaces and peoples drawn into Covenant Chain diplomacy 
undoubtedly comprised a “peculiar political arena,” a space that contained 
colonial and imperial political orders but was not ruled by their sovereignty. 
Likewise, imperial claims to territory were as thin as the lines on Mitchell’s 
map. Te sequence of Covenant Chain councils also represents a particu-
lar moment in colonial and Indigenous relations, sitting between the more 
aggressive settler colonial contexts of seventeenth-century Virginia and New 
England, and the slow but certain orientation of the United States as a power 
that pledged to respect Indigenous territoriality in legislative mechanisms— 
the Northwest Ordinance—that were designed to annex it to the public 
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domain of the state.88 Yet we should not allow the settler colonial framework 
to trick us into thinking that the pre-Revolutionary eighteenth century was 
a period “in between,” a world of cross-cultural mixing in borderlands that 
were destined to become states. Instead, the Covenant Chain has a deeply 
rooted and living history, providing the basis of an account of Indigenous sov-
ereignty within a living “right” relationship among sovereign nations, and in 
this form remains at the center of contemporary and international discussions 
of resource stewardship, reconciliation, land claims, and Indigenous rights.89 
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CHAPTER 9 

“Playing the Old Game of Double” 

Navigating Creek and Spanish Geopolitics 
in the Post-Revolutionary Gulf South 

Chad McCutchen and Jennifer Monroe McCutchen 

In many ways, the Peace of Paris in 1783 signaled the death knell of European 
colonialism in North America. Te British proved incapable of preventing 
the loss of a sizeable portion of their original colonies, holding on to Canada 
and a few lucrative Caribbean islands. Te French, having already abandoned 
most of their claims in the region, ended the Revolutionary War on the verge 
of bankruptcy, with little to show for their eforts beyond the satisfaction of 
playing a part in the misfortune of a rival. Te independence gained by the 
former colonies seemed to be more ominous than atypical, and the Span-
ish indeed soon followed suit, losing most of their empire in the Americas. 
Within four decades, the bulk of this territory would be free of European 
colonial rule. 

Yet the outlook among Spanish ofcials in the Indies at the close of 
the war was hardly bleak. Compared to its European counterparts, Spain 
emerged from the American Revolution well positioned to reassert its dom-
inance in the region. Unable to achieve a primary goal of reclaiming the 
island of Gibraltar from the British in the Mediterranean, Spain fared much 
better in the Americas as the British ceded control of East and West Flor-
ida. Coupled with their existing colonies in Cuba and Louisiana, the Span-
ish were now strategically prepared to control the Caribbean and the Gulf of 
Mexico. And unlike their allies in France, they had not completely voided 
themselves of their fnancial resources to accomplish these objectives. But 
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the region’s Native populations also remained politically and militarily pow-
erful. Te Cherokees, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Creeks (Muscogees), and Sem-
inoles found themselves in a familiar position, wedged between competing 
factions intent on realizing their own designs. Experience had revealed the 
necessity of adjusting community-based diplomacy and local-level sociopo-
litical structures to meet new challenges to the members of the towns, clans, 
and coalitions known to Euro-Americans as the Creek Confederacy. Conse-
quently, Muscogee Creeks drew from adaptive approaches that they utilized, 
frst, to undermine British infuence afer the Seven Years’ War, and then to 
preserve autonomy and independence in their interactions with the Spanish 
and the Americans afer the Revolution.1 

Tis chapter recenters Spain as a major political power in the region 
immediately following the American Revolution and analyzes the Creeks 
and other Native peoples as prominent political and economic agents rather 
than passive observers. It argues that actions and events during this time 
were representative of a transitional phase in which the above-mentioned 
groups crafed diplomatic strategies based on both colonial experience and 
emerging sociopolitical ideologies. Yet, while both sought to achieve rela-
tive regional sovereignty through diplomatic means, the ways in which each 
interpreted the meaning and outcome of that sovereignty depended on their 
own cultural and historical understandings in addition to their present and 
future designs. Enlightenment thought and Bourbon economic reforms ush-
ered in a shif in Spanish policy over the course of the eighteenth century that 
emphasized trade and diplomatic alliances over the conquest of the Natives 
in the Gulf South. Te Creeks’ noncentralized, consensus-based sociopolit-
ical structure, with its emphasis on tension and opposition, allowed them 
to replicate the conditions of imperial rivalry that served as a fundamental 
piece of their Indigenous identity earlier in the century, applying it to a new 
era during which neither Spain nor the fedgling United States were pow-
erful enough to impose their will. As new political pressures arose, such as 
the potential of a now-unchecked US appetite for westward expansion, Span-
ish and Creek designs unexpectedly came to overlap, with territorial claims, 
access to coastlines, and control over interior waterways becoming increas-
ingly important to Spanish ofcials and Indigenous community leaders. 

Recent scholarship largely examines the decades that follow the Amer-
ican Revolution within either a broad transatlantic context by tracing the 
spread of liberal thought and revolutionary movements or a national per-
spective that emphasizes the emergence of the United States. In the North 
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American southeast, these earlier works focused largely on US eforts to 
“civilize” Native Americans for assimilation into white American society, fol-
lowed by campaigns to dispossess Native peoples of their lands to facilitate 
territorial expansion and the growth of the “cotton kingdom.”2 Such argu-
ments gave rise to the traditional, westward-facing narrative of US history, 
which highlights white American exceptionalism, democracy, and progress. 
But some works, like Kathleen DuVal’s Independence Lost, explore the post-
Revolutionary period through a continental lens. Tis approach expands his-
torical understandings of nation-building beyond that of the United States 
to include Indigenous projects occurring in the same period. Alan Taylor’s 
American Revolutions also takes a continental approach. It incorporates the 
perspectives and experiences of North America’s diverse populations and 
uses the plural “Revolutions” to underscore that these groups all pursued 
their own vision of revolution and nationhood during the United States’ for-
mative years. Colin Calloway’s Te Indian World of George Washington builds 
upon these narratives by examining the complexities of American nation-
building in relation to Native peoples and Washington’s eforts to acquire 
Indigenous lands following the Revolution.3 

Others have focused on Native peoples as active agents in international 
diplomacy, challenging the longstanding historical argument that Indigenous 
societies lacked a formalized foreign policy, remained largely disconnected 
from global events, and served no substantial role in larger narratives of US 
imperialism. Brian DeLay, in a historiographical essay, details these oversights, 
arguing that traditional concerns of late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
history are “in fact deeply, intricately entangled with Indian history.”4 DeLay 
urges scholars to investigate local-level power and diplomatic relationships, 
as well as formal diplomacy, and pushes the feld toward “engage[ment] with 
Indian polities and individuals as historical actors, rather than mere objects 
of state and settler aggression.”5 James Hill’s Creek Internationalism in an Age 
of Revolution responds to DeLay’s call by centering Muscogee Creek, Semi-
nole, and Miccosukee communities within the diplomatic history of the late 
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Atlantic world. Hill demonstrates 
that these peoples, despite divergent views on the future sociopolitical struc-
ture of their societies, understood the necessity of building extensive, inter-
national diplomatic networks and deploying European legal and political 
concepts to preserve their autonomy in the eyes of the United States. Indige-
nous leaders strategically advanced their diplomatic goals through travel and 
communication across vast maritime spaces and overland routes, while also 
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building alliances and gaining access to important foreign trade goods.6 But 
the United States’ appetite for westward expansion rendered this period of 
internationalism short lived. As Deborah Rosen argues in Border Law, the 
frst Seminole War (1818) ushered in a “sharp, racially infected line between 
‘savage’ and ‘civilized’ people” that allowed the United States to reject the uni-
versal application of international law to all populations within the nation, 
regardless of racial or cultural background. Moving forward, Rosen argues, 
US law would only fully protect peoples of European descent, removing 
Native Americans as equal participants in international diplomacy.7 

Furthermore, only a few scholars have explored this period through a 
regional lens that equally considers the Indigenous, Spanish, and US per-
spectives. In Bárbaros, David J. Weber builds of earlier work on the Spanish 
borderlands, including his own Te Spanish Frontier in North America, to 
investigate how the Bourbon reforms impacted a wide array of “independent 
Indians.”8 Weber highlights the Spanish perception of Native Americans as 
“bárbaros,” or savages, and Spanish descriptions of independent Indians as 
unconquerable peoples living on the fringes of the Spanish empire. He argues 
that the failure of eighteenth-century Spanish Indian policy was its pragma-
tism, or its inability to consolidate a single approach. Sometimes the Span-
ish used the “modern” approach of trade and gif-giving to foster diplomacy; 
other times they relied on their traditional method of warfare and violence to 
try to subdue Native populations.9 DuVal’s aforementioned work also focuses 
on the Gulf South during this period, exploring the intersecting lives of 
Natives, Spaniards, Loyalists, and enslaved peoples. Her research illuminates 
the uniqueness of the Gulf, emphasizing that its inhabitants were largely dis-
connected from people in the northeast or mid-Atlantic regions, develop-
ing a distinct give-and-take culture that shaped interactions and behaviors. 
DuVal defnes this culture as one of “advantageous interdependence” and 
uses it as a jumping-of point to consider the changing nature of dependence 
and independence throughout the course of the Revolution. She argues that 
independence was not always ideal, as it signifed isolation, fostered a lack of 
diplomatic or exchange relationships, and potentially rendered populations 
vulnerable.10 

Tis chapter builds upon this research by ofering a nuanced historical 
analysis of the pivotal years following the independence of the British colo-
nies in North America. It considers diverse cultural perspectives, local-level 
needs, ideological shifs, economic demands, and regional geopolitics, reveal-
ing that European and Native American groups adjusted to the changes that 
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followed the American Revolution in ways that combined previous knowl-
edge with new ideologies. Experience taught both Spanish ofcials and Native 
peoples that a cohesive, single economic or political policy was unrealistic, as 
the Gulf South’s diverse Indigenous societies functioned through local-level 
diplomacy that ebbed and fowed according to individual needs and interests. 
In 1783 neither the prominence of the United States nor the independence of 
Spain’s colonies was a forgone conclusion. In no way resigned to accept the 
dissolution of their cultural and political sovereignty, Creeks and many of their 
Indigenous neighbors looked to the nearby Spanish, as well as the burgeoning 
United States, to shape both the preservation of their own sovereignty and the 
contours of nation-building in the larger Atlantic world.11 Following trends in 
recent scholarship, this chapter utilizes concepts of nation-building and territo-
rial sovereignty to recenter Spain as a major political power in the region afer 
the American Revolution and analyze the Creeks, and other Native groups, as 
prominent political and economic agents rather than passive observers. 

* * * 

Te fear of rapid US expansion from the Appalachian region to the Missis-
sippi River seemingly made the Spanish and the Creeks natural allies, but 
the latter were apprehensive of fckle European diplomacy. Scattered through 
modern-day Georgia, Alabama, and northern Florida, Creek towns func-
tioned as autonomous political entities through the majority of the eighteenth 
century. Tis measure of political decentralization allowed Creek micos, or 
village headmen, to independently sign treaties with Euro-American outsid-
ers without approval from the Confederacy as a whole. Consequently, many 
Creek headmen viewed the end of the American Revolution as the begin-
ning of a new epoch requiring innovative methods of adaptation to protect 
their independence in ways that were reminiscent of the diplomatic strat-
egies they employed in earlier decades. But the persistence of community-
level authority and coalition-based politics within the Creek Confederacy 
threatened the eforts of Indigenous leaders who sought to delineate Creek 
nationhood in ways that Euro-Americans could understand. European and 
American outsiders commonly viewed these difering approaches to sov-
ereignty as divisive and incorrectly assumed these activities spread chaos 
among Creek peoples. Tese views prompted some, like US Indian agent 
Richard Tomas, to lament that “the [Creek] Indians appear to me to be play-
ing the old game of double, promising and never performing.”12 
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From an Indigenous perspective, however, the Creeks were performing. 
Tey were successfully adapting and executing the local, decentralized, bal-
ance of power diplomacy that had served their interests earlier in the eigh-
teenth century and had aforded the larger Confederacy fexibility during the 
American Revolution. Yet, Tomas was not the frst to incorrectly interpret 
Creek sociopolitical strategies. His words—“playing double”—echo those of 
observers from earlier decades, who ofen lamented the Creeks’ commitment 
to diplomatic neutrality, a formal, protective policy that forced Europeans to 
negotiate with individual town leaders and protected the Confederacy from 
committing to a strict alliance with any single empire. In 1766, for example, 
Governor Johnstone of British West Florida complained that the Mortar, an 
Upper Creek headman with French proclivities, provoked indignation among 
his people by entertaining “idle talks” about the British following their occu-
pation of former French land claims. Te Mortar, Johnstone complained, was 
only concerned with “his own power, which depends on confusion among his 
people from whence all kinds of disorders has spread through his country.”13 

At the onset of the American Revolution, Britain’s deputy superintendent of 
Indian afairs to the Creeks, David Taitt, complained of the Lower Creeks’ 
refusal to commit to a Loyalist alliance. “Te Creeks,” he wrote in 1776, “would 
much rather wish to enjoy the advantages of a neutrality by being paid from 
both parties.”14 

In other words, competing national and coalition interests preserved 
the important political divisions that had safeguarded Creek autonomy in 
an earlier era, fortuitously mimicking the diplomatic neutrality of previous 
decades.15 Many Creek headmen simply regarded the American victory as the 
beginning of a new era that would require the adaptation of existing sociopo-
litical and diplomatic strategies. Spanish ofcials shared this view, particularly 
in their diplomacy with Gulf South Native populations. Te Spanish approach 
toward the Creeks was an adaptation of a strategy that had been evolving for 
some time as part of the larger reforms implemented by the Bourbons, begin-
ning in 1714 with the conclusion of the War of Spanish Succession and con-
frmation of Bourbon rule in Spain. Early attempts at sociopolitical reform on 
the Peninsula had ended in mass riots, efectively shifing focus to the con-
dition of the colonies by the 1760s.16 Tere was little doubt at this time that 
Spain was wholly reliant on the colonies to generate revenue.17 Te general 
goals of the Crown’s new policies in the Americas centered on increasing royal 
administrative control over the colonies while maximizing the revenue they 
generated for Spain. 
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Indigenous populations fgured prominently in the Bourbon monarch’s 
new imperial designs. Under Habsburg rule, the Spanish had focused on 
conquest, both physical and spiritual. But the infuence of the Enlightenment 
and the growing preference for rationalism rendered reliance on confict a 
relic of Habsburg inefciency. Within the larger context of the Bourbon fs-
cal reforms, the Spanish considered Native peoples outside of their direct 
control an untapped resource. Rather than subjugating and exploiting them 
for labor, they sought to incorporate Indigenous populations into their eco-
nomic system.18 By exchanging hostility for friendship, the Spanish could 
“conquer” through commerce. Trade, not conquest or conversion, would 
be the bond that tied Native Americans to the Spanish. Te infuence of 
Enlightenment ideology on these new policies was, however, never substan-
tial enough to be politically liberal. Charles III was a staunch absolutist, and 
he geared his reformist tendencies toward tightening control to strengthen 
peninsular Spain both politically and economically. Bourbon Indigenous 
policy, while perhaps more benevolent on the surface, was still exploitative. 
Te Bourbons based their policies on a transitional socioeconomic phi-
losophy that bridged Habsburg paternalism with more modern Bourbon 
ideologies in an attempt to align Spanish colonialism with the successful 
policies of Spain’s European counterparts with shared economic interests in 
the Americas. 

Tis transitional approach in Bourbon economic thinking in conjunc-
tion with Spanish–Indigenous diplomacy was best outlined in a treatise 
attributed to reformer and Spanish ofcial José del Campillo y Cosío titled 
Nuevo sistema de gobierno económico para la América (New System of Eco-
nomic Government for America).19 Campillo felt that it was only natural that 
a “warrior spirit” prevailed throughout the sixteenth century, when Charles I 
was charged with “having to subdue millions of Indians and their caciques,” 
who in turn “defended their liberty with ferocity.” Now, through better policy, 
he argued, the Natives could be “encouraged” to work through better treat-
ment and the introduction of trade, so they could become “useful Spanish 
vassals” rather than remaining oppressed and having “their character looked 
down upon, as it has been and is to date.”20 

Te main issue for Campillo regarding Spain’s Indigenous policy was the 
continual insistence on territorial hegemony requiring the subjugation of 
Native peoples. He advocated that Spanish ofcials should follow the lead of 
the French, who “do not intend to subdue the natives, but rather obtain their 
friendship and trade.”21 Indigenous groups could be encouraged through 
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trade to provide a diverse range of products for the empire to supplement the 
wealth of the mines. Yet while the recommended strategy advocated better 
treatment of Native Americans, the exploitation and inherent paternalism of 
the Habsburgs remained; Campillo advised incorporating Indigenous groups 
into his New System “to civilize them,” that they might become “powerful 
and indispensable auxiliaries . . . for themselves, for commerce, for [Spanish] 
policy, and for the augmentation of the Royal Treasury.”22 

* * * 

Implementing a single economic or political policy for Native peoples in the 
Americas was unfeasible, as Spain’s empire was vast and its Indigenous pop-
ulations diverse.23 Signifcant disparity existed between the territory Spain 
claimed and that which it controlled. Te Spanish alleged dominion over all 
lands beyond 270 leagues from the coast of Africa dating back to the Treaty 
of Tordesillas in 1494. And unlike their European counterparts, the Spanish 
had declared that all Native inhabitants within these claims were subjects of 
the Crown, limiting the political and diplomatic options available to them in 
their interactions with Indigenous people. 

Yet in practice, Spanish ofcials understood these claims were dubious, 
and other European powers had long ignored them. Te scarcity of Span-
iards inhabiting the Gulf South greatly weakened their claims. Participation 
in the Seven Years’ War resulted in the forfeiture of Florida to the British 
in exchange for Havana, which was quickly captured afer Spain entered the 
confict.24 British possession of land along the Gulf of Mexico was perilous to 
Spanish designs, as it posed a potential disruption of their supply lines to and 
from New Spain. Were it not for the French cession of the Louisiana territory 
in 1762, Spanish claims to any continental territory east of the Mississippi 
would have been nonexistent. 

Recognizing the strategic value of the region, Charles III remained 
undaunted by the failures of the French, but the transfer of power in New 
Orleans moved slowly.25 Te newly appointed Spanish governor of Louisi-
ana, Antonio de Ulloa, nevertheless wasted little time attempting to establish 
control of the Mississippi. He sent an expedition up the river to establish a 
fort in the Illinois Country, with explicit instructions on how to deal with the 
Natives.26 Te directives refected the policies outlined in the New System, 
with certain adaptations indicative of the policies local Spanish ofcials later 
applied east of the Mississippi. Ulloa ensured that the expedition was heavily 
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stocked with gifs for the Indigenous population. He also advised his ofcials 
to dispel them judiciously, so as to be sure to have more gifs to give when the 
Natives returned.27 Gif-giving refected the governor’s desire to avoid con-
fict at all costs. Ulloa regularly reminded his subordinates of the professed 
emotional nature of the Natives, and he feared that Indian groups in the 
Mississippi region would turn to war at the slightest afront to their pride.28 

His apprehension over the potential conficts that frequently arose between 
Natives and Europeans was so profound that Spaniards were ordered to wait 
and seek redress through the headmen and never attempt to resolve the prob-
lem themselves, even in disagreements between individuals where the Natives 
were deemed to be entirely in the wrong.29 

Te importance of gif-giving also demonstrates that establishing a Span-
ish presence in the Gulf South was only achievable with the consent of the 
local Indigenous communities. Colonists were to tread carefully with Natives 
in the Mississippi region, understanding that courting these ethnically, politi-
cally, and linguistically diverse peoples would require a diferent approach 
than those used with larger Indigenous polities. Forts were to be established, 
not as a means of aggression or even defense, but rather as a foundation to 
solidify claims and establish inroads for future endeavors. As Ulloa advised, 
“It must be inferred that at the same time one sets about the founding of a 
fort, that he is aiming also at the creation of a settlement; for a settlement will 
be of great aid and help in maintaining a fort.”30 In order to carry out Spanish 
designs along the Mississippi, these forts were to serve as fedgling communi-
ties and trading centers that encouraged future settlement while establishing 
and maintaining ties with resident Indigenous groups. 

Te governor sent secret instructions to establish two forts at the mouth 
of the Missouri River at the confuence of the Mississippi solely to deter Brit-
ish encroachment, which had begun in the area in the hopes of securing 
alliances with the Natives since the Spanish had “not had any settlement or 
defense hitherto.”31 Te Spanish were invariably clear about their boundaries 
and their claims to all lands west of the Mississippi. Tey naively tried to 
force local populations to respect these boundaries in the hope of deterring 
them from seeking trade with the British to the east. As the governor pointed 
out, “each nation has its territory and its savage tribes with whom to trade.”32 

In what was going to become a fundamental aspect of Spanish policy mov-
ing forward, the diplomatic and commercial relationships with Native groups 
served as a proxy for territorial hegemony, with the overall goal of rerouting 
Indian trade goods through New Orleans. Attempts to control the Mississippi 
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River far inland from the ocean show the strategic importance of the water-
way both commercially and politically, which were becoming increasingly 
intertwined in Spanish Indigenous policy. 

Unlike the populations west of the Mississippi, large Indian confederations 
east of the Mississippi were well versed in dealing with European administra-
tors.33 For the majority of the eighteenth century, these peoples, particularly 
the Creeks, had maintained authority in the region by remaining neutral in 
their dealings with neighboring Euro-Americans.34 Tis strategy encouraged 
Creek headmen to act according to community-level interests, ensuring access 
to numerous sources of trade goods and guaranteeing that the larger society 
did not wholly align with one foreign power.35 Te end of the Seven Years’ War, 
however, threatened Creek neutrality as the Peace of Paris efectively removed 
the French from the region and relegated the Spanish to New Orleans and 
Cuba. Upper Creeks believed these shifs might prove benefcial, as the Brit-
ish occupation of Pensacola could bring greater quantities of goods at better 
prices closer to their communities.36 Lower Creeks viewed British expansion 
as a threat, fearing a rapid expansion of Anglo-American settlement. Tus, 
through the 1760s and 1770s, many Muscogee and Hitchiti-speaking peoples 
shifed their focus southward, maintaining ties to the Spanish through voy-
ages to Cuba.37 Travels to Cuba ensured that Creeks could mimic the play-of 
system of earlier decades, despite the European geopolitical reconfgurations 
that resulted from the Seven Years’ War. Tis strategy directly benefted those 
who made the journey, while also protecting the sovereignty of the Confeder-
acy as a whole.38 

Spain also had something to gain from this relationship. Having been 
completely caught of guard by the rapid attack that led to the loss of Havana 
in the previous confict, ofcials in Cuba were determined not to let it hap-
pen twice. Since the British had forced the exchange of Florida in return for 
the vital port city in Havana, the Spanish ofen lacked information from the 
continent. Cuban merchants and fshermen were always in close contact with 
Indigenous groups, engaging in frequent trading along the coast. Tis net-
work became Spain’s continental eyes and ears, ofering knowledge of British 
naval movements, sightings of pirates and corsairs, and invaluable informa-
tion on the changing sociopolitical contexts in North America.39 Indigenous 
groups astutely used this to their advantage, ofen working their way onto 
Cuban ships with the pretext that they had “grave matters” to address with 
the Cuban governor.40 
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Te outbreak of the American Revolution forced Spanish and Indigenous 
groups into difcult decisions. According to José de Gálvez, Spain’s minis-
ter of the Indies, the British presence in the Mississippi region threatened 
Spanish commerce and “the security of our richest possessions.” Gálvez also 
expressed a desire to quickly take back Florida, Mobile, and Pensacola, which 
were “the keys to the Gulf of Mexico,” and to “cleanse the English from the 
shores of the Mississippi, which ought to be viewed as the wall which guards 
the vast empire of New Spain.”41 Te American rebellion likewise threatened 
Indian territory, as Natives across the continent understood that a US victory 
would bring a food of land-hungry settlers onto their lands. But the con-
fict also provided new opportunities for Native Americans to preserve their 
independence. In a sense, the Creeks and their Indigenous neighbors had 
been preparing for this moment since 1763, adjusting to the geopolitical shifs 
that followed the Seven Years’ War in ways that allowed for the maintenance 
of their power and autonomy through neutrality. 

* * * 

Afer the French and Spanish entry into the confict and the American vic-
tory at Yorktown, the British grew wary of fghting a global war and entered 
negotiations for peace. Unsurprisingly, the European powers disregarded the 
Native groups who had been integral to their designs. Tere were no Indige-
nous representatives present at the Peace of Paris, nor were any Native groups 
mentioned in the terms of the Treaty of Paris. Creek headmen were furious 
upon learning their allies had disseminated lands still frmly under Indige-
nous control. Te French, on the verge of bankruptcy, had paid dearly for 
their involvement in the war and abandoned most of their promises to Spain 
in search of an easy exit. By sheer coincidence, Spanish designs most closely 
overlapped with those of the Creeks. Te Spanish pushed hard, but unsuc-
cessfully, to set the boundary of the United States in accordance with the 
Proclamation Line of 1763. Te delegation from the United States, negotiat-
ing independently, proved more successful and was awarded with a westward 
boundary at the Mississippi River to the great trepidation of Spain and the 
Upper and Lower Creeks. 

Despite setbacks in their Paris negotiations, the Spanish still found them-
selves well situated to continue their socioeconomic reforms and strengthen 
their grip on their colonies in the Americas. Spain’s major objectives in the 
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region afer the American Revolution were tied to the same economic and 
political goal: the protection of New Spain (Mexico). By holding Cuba and 
New Orleans and regaining their territories in Florida while removing com-
peting European interests, the Spanish controlled most of the land adjacent 
to the Gulf of Mexico and therefore were even better suited to accomplish 
their goals in 1783 than two decades prior. Yet despite ending the war on good 
terms with the United States, they also knew peace would be fragile. Te hur-
ried geopolitical shifs caused Spanish ofcials to view the region east of the 
Mississippi as vital to their political and economic objectives. 

Spanish ofcials’ attitudes about the Mississippi led to two signifcant 
regional goals within their postwar policies. Te frst was to impede, if not 
outright prevent, the westward expansion of the United States, as allowing 
the United States to assume control of the Mississippi River would pose an 
immediate threat to New Spain. Te second was to control the region’s other 
Gulf-fowing waterways to maintain access to area resources, protect lines 
of commerce, and improve economic relations with the Creeks. While New 
Spain was the chief income producer, Spanish commerce in the Americas had 
always run through Cuba. Lower Creeks, whose towns were positioned along 
the Chattahoochee, Flint, and Ocmulgee rivers, hoped the renewed Spanish 
presence in the region would result in their reoccupation of San Marcos de 
Apalache, a fort and trade outpost at the junction of the Wakulla and St. Marks 
Rivers. Tis fort provided the Spanish with direct access to Lower Creek com-
munities via the Apalachicola river system. Te Spanish occupation of British 
outposts at Mobile and Pensacola also allowed for renewed Spanish connec-
tions with the Upper Creeks and Choctaws through the Tombigbee, Alabama, 
Coosa, and Escambia Rivers and their tributaries. New emphasis on commodi-
ties and agriculture had increased the value of plantations and cattle ranches in 
the Spanish Caribbean.42 Tis economic intensifcation was not lost on Spain’s 
enemies, which is why the Caribbean had lured buccaneers and privateers in 
the previous decades and why Havana remained a prime British target. 

While the Treaty of Paris’s delineation of the Mississippi River as the west-
ern boundary of the United States tempered Spanish optimism, they were still 
dealt a good hand geographically to assist in accomplishing their goals. Te 
Spanish could not assert authority over the entire river, but they were in pos-
session of its mouth at New Orleans, ofering them considerable control over 
its navigation. Tey also continued to beneft from their established relations 
with the Indigenous groups along the Mississippi River Valley. Te Spanish 
postured as an empire in control of all continental territory in the Gulf of 
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Mexico and the vast majority of the mainland in the Circum-Caribbean, 
but regardless of territorial claims, their objectives relied almost entirely 
on the sociopolitical leanings of the Creeks and other Indigenous groups in 
the continental interior. Just as they had in the decades before the Ameri-
can Revolution, Native peoples “shaped the contours of empire” in the late 
eighteenth-century Gulf. Tough Spanish and American bureaucrats held 
distinctive visions for empire and nationhood in this region, the fulfllment 
of their respective goals was expressly connected to the actions and political 
decisions of Creek leadership.43 

Spain’s policies in the region drew from a combination of colonial expe-
rience and an adaptation of their Indigenous policies within the Bourbon 
reforms. Now lacking direct competition from Britain and feeling confdent 
that the United States was a weak and fragile state preoccupied with westward 
expansion, the Spanish quickly sought out Native alliances. Tey encountered 
willing partners eager to establish trade relations among the Upper Creeks. In 
March 1784, Alexander McGillivray, a biracial and bicultural Creek headman 
from the Upper town of Little Tallassee, informed Esteban Miró, Bernardo 
de Gálvez’s replacement as governor of Louisiana, in his capable Spanish 
that he desired an alliance, as “the protection of a great monarch is preferrd 
[sic] to that of a distracted Republic.”44 While McGillivray is ofen regarded 
as a shrewd, albeit controversial, diplomat, this was the second time in two 
decades that his people found themselves navigating Euro-American geopo-
litical shifs. Te American weaknesses McGillivray mentioned, namely the 
lack of clear governmental direction and astronomical debts, were problems 
on which McGillivray knew the Spanish depended.45 

Te treaty that emerged between the Creeks and Spaniards at Pensacola 
in 1784 was less indicative of the “greatest harmony, union and good friend-
ship” that existed between them, and more refective of coinciding economic 
and political objectives. Te Spanish achieved the peace necessary to main-
tain access to local resources, and both could claim to maintain their respec-
tive sovereignty as the Creeks promised “to obey the laws of the Great King 
of Spain, in those points which are compatible with our character and cir-
cumstances.”46 Te Creeks locked in “permanent and unalterable” access to 
trade goods through commerce with Spain, and Spanish ofcials made clear 
that unlike the Americans, they “do not exact from the nations of Indians any 
lands.” In exchange, they secured Creek support against any encroachments 
in their claimed territories.47 Equally, the Creeks received Spanish support for 
their own territorial claims. 
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Te Spanish moved quickly to follow their success in Pensacola and held 
a similar congress in Mobile. Spain established treaties with the Chickasaws, 
Alibamons, and the Choctaws, though the latter insisted on special supplies 
on their visits to Mobile and New Orleans.48 By supporting notions of Creek, 
Choctaw, and Chickasaw political and territorial autonomy and sovereignty, 
the Spanish undercut the claims of the United States and helped create the 
protective bufer zone they desired between the Appalachian Mountains and 
the Mississippi River. Tey also maintained free access to the region’s water-
ways on the Mississippi and along the Gulf Coast. Tis allowed them to main-
tain commercial ties and trade with the Indigenous groups through the port 
towns of New Orleans, Mobile, and Pensacola while retaining access to the 
fsheries vital to sustaining Cuba.49 To the Spanish, territorial hegemony in the 
continental interior, or even along the coastal regions they could legally claim, 
was unnecessary as long as the Creeks, Choctaws, and Chickasaws remained 
allied sovereigns.50 Te Spanish therefore were willing to engage in treaties, 
which by their nature recognized Indigenous sovereignty, something that 
would have been illogical under previous Habsburg models, which treated all 
Natives as either subjects or enemies of the Crown.51 

Te United States pursued treaties of their own with Native Americans 
in the region. Te Hopewell Treaties of 1785 upheld the “perpetual friend-
ship” of the Cherokees and Choctaws and the United States, and established 
US protection. Te objectives of the United States difered from those of the 
Spanish, due mainly to their desire for land. When Spanish ofcials ofered 
“protection,” it was intended to grant authority to Indigenous groups over 
their lands and justify political and commercial intrusion, especially in dis-
puted regions along the northern boundary of West Florida where Spanish 
claims were weak. Te United States, however, obtained title to land that the 
Natives had never relinquished. By asserting the authority to ofer protection 
and to specify hunting rights and territorial boundaries, the United States 
was attempting to solidify the legitimacy of their own claims to territorial 
sovereignty over the lands in dispute. 

Tough treaties may have been benefcial to Spain, the United States, 
and the Natives who signed them, they refected larger diplomatic problems 
within Indigenous communities. Trough the American Revolution, most 
Native peoples east of the Mississippi existed within societies that allowed 
local leaders to pursue their own interests in relations with Europeans. In 
the towns that comprised the Creek Confederacy, individual headmen lived 
in competition with one another for authority and used sustained economic 
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and political relationships with the British, French, and Spanish to infuence 
what happened within their villages. Creek micos did not rely on force to 
create social and political order or administer justice, a practice that ofen 
became a point of contention between Native headmen and British ofcials 
following the Seven Years’ War. Rather, Indigenous leaders utilized persua-
sion and negotiation to gain the support of their people, ensuring that inter-
nal and external alliances remained both adaptable and fexible.52 

Native responses to the ofcial US victory ofen varied within larger tribal 
designations and are best understood on a coalition, clan, or town-by-town 
basis rather than a tribe-by-tribe one. While McGillivray’s desire for a Creek-
Spanish alliance in the years following American independence appeared 
to beneft the whole, his eforts were largely self-serving, as this relation-
ship would not only bolster the prominence of his town, but also increase 
his personal wealth and standing within Creek society. As someone raised 
in both the Creek world of his mother and the colonial world of his father, 
McGillivray saw the United States’ formative period as a chance to redefne 
his own society’s political identity in ways that aligned with Euro-American 
philosophies, essentially creating a centralized “Creek Nation.” To achieve 
this, McGillivray undermined the legitimacy of the Lower towns and their 
chiefs whenever possible. Writing to US treaty commissioner William Clark 
in April 1785, McGillivray asserted that Lower Creek headmen “will not be 
called to meetings by Traders or others.” In August 1786 he advised William 
Telfair, governor of Georgia, not to negotiate with the Tame King or the Fat 
King, rival micos of the Lower Creek towns of Great Tallassee and Cusseta, 
respectively.53 “Be not deceived by those men any longer,” McGillivray stated, 
“they have no authority to give away.”54 

McGillivray’s efort to create a Creek nation relied upon “the drawing of 
territorial boundaries, the creation of institutions of national leadership, and 
the inventions of ideologies that legitimize the existence thereof.”55 McGilli-
vray highlighted Creek sovereignty in communications with Spanish and 
American representatives, describing them as a “free nation” and ofen ref-
erencing their “natural rights” in relation to territory and property, despite 
agreements outlined in European treaties.56 In a 1785 letter to Miró, a frus-
trated Alexander McGillivray criticized Britain’s willingness to agree to the 
Treaty of Paris. “If the British nation has been compelled to withdraw its 
protection from us,” McGillivray stated, “She has no right to give up a Coun-
try she could never call her own.”57 McGillivray reiterated this point months 
later in an address to the Spanish, arguing that “it is a notorious fact known 
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to the Americans . . . that his Brittanick Majesty was never possessed, either 
by session purchase or by right of conquest, of our Territorys and which the 
Said treaty gives away.”58 Writing to Andrew Pickens, a representative from 
South Carolina, McGillivray stressed that his people knew the exact bounds 
of their territory and “shall pay no regard to any limits that may prejudice our 
claims, that were drawn by an American and confrmed by a British nego-
tiator. . . . Tey have been ours from the beginning of time and I trust that, 
with the assistance of our friends, we shall be able to maintain them against 
every attempt that may be made to take them from us.”59 Creeks recognized 
that US citizens unquestionably connected private property with freedom. By 
employing similar language in his correspondence with American ofcials, 
McGillivray demonstrated that Native peoples were also willing to equate land 
ownership with both individual and national independence. 

Te emergence of a nation-minded faction widened existing divisions 
within Creek society, threatened established coalition-based power struc-
tures, and adversely impacted sociopolitical relationships within the Con-
federacy as many micos resisted consolidation under the guise of a national 
identity. But while Creek elites debated the future political direction of their 
towns, life remained unchanged for nonelites who generally “carried on as 
they had for generations.”60 Te fact that some Creeks would selectively adopt 
characteristics of Euro-American legal and political culture while others pre-
served the coalition-based sociopolitical structure of previous generations 
“demonstrated that while they were not entirely free of American infuence, 
neither were they entirely at the mercy of it.”61 

While the conficting and transitional nature of nationalism and coalition-
based diplomacy protected Creek autonomy, these contrasting approaches to 
Creek sovereignty simultaneously exposed the limits in American and Span-
ish Indigenous policy. For the Americans, the goal was to establish trade rela-
tionships and acquire new territory, either through land-for-debt agreements 
or gradual settlement. But competing interests ofen undermined these 
objectives. On one hand, the states frequently entered into their own negoti-
ations with Indigenous groups, usually with local headmen who held limited 
authority. It is no surprise, then, that boundary disputes continued to be the 
main source of confict between Indigenous peoples and US citizens during 
the 1780s, while also negatively impacting relationships within Native com-
munities. Tree treaties in particular—Augusta in 1783, Galphinton in 1785, 
and Shoulderbone in 1786—revealed the extent of these rifs, as each ended 
with cessions of Creek land to the state of Georgia without the consent of 
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the entire Creek Confederacy. By 1787, escalating border violence as a result 
of contested land cessions forced US commissioners to implore that Indian 
agents “use the utmost care to ascertain who are the leading men among the 
several tribes—the real head-men and warriors.”62 By identifying these “real” 
headmen and placating them with presents, American ofcials hoped they 
could attach most of the region’s Natives to US interests and resolve the inter-
nal divisions that cast doubt on important territorial gains.63 

Among the Creeks, internal divisions largely emerged over difering 
opinions of McGillivray. Te Tame King and the Fat King, the same Lower 
Creek micos whose economic and diplomatic power McGillivray attempted 
to encumber in his correspondence, described him as duplicitous and “an 
Indian that has brought the nation to a grate [sic] disturbance.”64 Tey like-
wise took advantage of any opportunity to blame the Upper Creek towns for 
provoking their young men to act violently toward Georgians. In June 1787, 
Georgia’s governor, George Matthews, chastised these headmen for being 
negatively infuenced by the Upper towns who “continue to create diferences 
between you and us. . . .” “You ought not to think of making us accountable 
for any measures of the Upper towns, our brothers,” the Tame King and the 
Fat King replied, “. . . they can answer for themselves.”65 

While this discord highlights the difculties that resulted from diverg-
ing nation-minded and coalition-based interests among Creek leaders and 
autonomous towns, Spain found it advantageous to maintain a united Indig-
enous front against the United States, who in turn sought to cultivate Native 
confict to facilitate their agenda. But while Spain sought to support Indige-
nous territorial sovereignty because “nations” with a defned territory helped 
solidify land claims and served to check American expansion, they did not 
specifcally need unifed Creek, Choctaw, or Chickasaw autonomy, as long 
as they all maintained their opposition to the United States.66 Te problem 
for Spain, however, was that maintaining Indian opposition to the United 
States required a steady supply of goods. As had previously been the case in 
the Upper Mississippi region, Spanish ofcials knew that any possible alli-
ance with Native nations was dependent on trade. Te minister of the Indies, 
José de Gálvez, expressed to his governors that “the security and happiness of 
the said province was intimately linked to good harmony with the numerous 
savage Indian nations that circle it. And that harmony could only maintain 
itself through the opportunistic giving of gifs to the principal leaders and a 
trade of goods and efects suited to their needs and wants.” For this reason, 
he appointed a new lieutenant governor in Louisiana and West Florida due 
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to “his contacts and circumstances necessary to acquire stockpiles of goods 
in Europe with the appropriate economy, proportion, and arrangements.” 
Gálvez also earmarked 80,000 pesos fuertes from New Orleans to provide 
gifs to the Natives and a sum of goods worth 200,000 pesos to be supplied 
to the traders. To ensure that Spanish supply lines could always maintain a 
steady stream of trade goods, the minister proposed to set aside an additional 
100,000 pesos in reserve. Te ultimate goal was for the Natives to understand 
“that His Majesty would give them the corresponding gifs and provide them 
with a Commerce so extensive and inalterable that it would fulfll all of their 
desires within eighteen months.”67 

Meeting the trade demands of their Indigenous allies in the region proved 
more difcult than Spain had anticipated. Spanish settlements frequently 
lamented their limited supply and the potential “embarrassment” to Spain if 
they could not supply the Natives with the demanded goods. Spanish ofcials 
also understood that if the Natives could not get these supplies from Spain, 
they would turn to the Americans, as friendship and loyalty could “only be 
achieved by way of gifs and a trade well-sustained.”68 Tus, when McGilli-
vray advocated for the Scottish merchant and British Loyalist William Panton 
to maintain his trade with the Creeks and Seminoles, the Spanish relented, 
granting Panton’s frm a monopoly on Indian trade in the region. Tey under-
stood the infuence Panton had among the Creeks and feared that rumors of 
American overtures to the merchant’s frms were true. Yet the Scottish mer-
chants were a necessary risk, since the Americans would “not fail to devote all 
their energies to capturing this trade,” not only for economic purposes, but 
to “advance their political plans in the future.”69 Fortunately for the Spanish, 
Panton maintained a hatred for the United States. 

While trade monopolies ensured a steady supply of goods at the broad 
level of society, they did not always meet the needs of local Indigenous com-
munities. Additionally, seeking out trade and relationships of exchange held 
other sociopolitical ramifcations for local headmen, as the monopoly system 
further limited the means by which they could secure goods. Creek leaders 
traditionally gained authority through access to foreign commodities, which 
they would redistribute within their communities in exchange for support. 
Presents “helped to promote peace and workable alliances between peoples 
who would otherwise remain strangers and potential enemies” and allowed 
Native leaders to gain authority and power through consensus.70 Tus, Creek 
parties continued to make voyages to Cuba throughout the 1780s and 1790s. 
While many Spanish ofcials in Havana lamented the practice, suggesting 
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the Natives were “attracted by greed for the presents that by virtue of royal 
orders are given to them there,” they deemed it necessary to keep up appear-
ances and achieve diplomatic goals.71 Te Spanish provided room and board 
for their Creek guests and supplied customary gifs, such as cloth, vermillion, 
rum, gunpowder, and shot. Tey became so commonplace that Spanish of-
cials usually attempted to expedite the visits, sending them home with their 
gifs “as quickly as possible.”72 

Remarkably, Spain had been successful throughout the 1780s at using 
trade to maintain positive relations with the Creeks despite their own inability 
to uphold sufcient supply. Yet the growing threat of war with England and 
their amicable relations with the United States made Spain sofen their stance 
to avoid outright confict with the Americans, opening the door for both 
Upper and Lower Creeks to begin questioning whether Spain could continue 
to meet trade demands. McGillivray, potentially motivated by self-interest as 
much as his desire to create a Creek Nation, entered into a treaty with the 
United States in 1790. In the Treaty of New York, the Creeks gained greater 
recognition of their territorial sovereignty in exchange for ceding a large sec-
tion of their lands to the United States.73 Taken aback by the amount of land 
ceded by McGillivray and the Creeks, Spanish ofcials scrambled to form a 
response, negotiating a new treaty in 1792 to reinforce the agreements estab-
lished in the prior decade. McGillivray’s action tested the limits of a Euro-
American-modeled “Creek Nation,” as many headmen never supported the 
ceding of lands and had long challenged the notion of McGillivray’s authority 
to speak collectively for the Creek Confederacy. For years McGillivray had 
steered local micos toward the Spanish. He was made a Spanish colonel and 
earned a yearly pension of six hundred dollars. Now, he stood to beneft fnan-
cially from the new arrangement, earning a US military commission along 
with a substantial annual payment of twelve hundred dollars.74 McGillivray 
maintained a show of loyalty to Spain, though he henceforth referred to his 
pension as a trader’s pittance. 

Both Spain and the United States supported the political sovereignty of 
the Creeks in part because it allowed both nations to continue to negotiate 
with them despite their respective alliances. Yet by the 1790s, Spain began to 
push even harder for Native unity to create a cohesive front in a last-ditch 
efort to curb American expansion. Afer securing the 1792 treaty with the 
Creeks, the Spanish negotiated with the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Cher-
okees in an attempt to form a Pan-Indian alliance. On paper, the Spanish 
were successful, as all the major regional Indigenous groups agreed to such 
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an alliance in 1793 through the Treaty of Nogales. Te Creeks, Choctaws, 
Chickasaws, and Cherokees even agreed to cede some land for the Spanish 
to construct a fort in the hope of protecting their interests on the Mississippi. 

Te harmony was short lived, however, as past conficts quickly reemerged 
and fomented discord among the Natives. Spain’s position further weakened 
following Pinkney’s Treaty in 1795, where it relinquished claims in West Flor-
ida to the lands north of the 31st parallel. Additionally, the United States was 
ofcially granted free navigation of the Mississippi River. While Spain still 
maintained much of the coastline and the port cities of Mobile and Pen-
sacola, they could no longer claim possession of signifcant portions of this 
territory, which in reality had always remained under Indigenous control.75 

Spanish ofcials in the region continued to push for Native unity to main-
tain the bufer zone, though the empire’s economic and political situation was 
proving untenable. As late as 1800, around the same time Spain was secretly 
drawing up a treaty to return Louisiana to France, the recently appointed 
governor of the territory, the Marquis de Casa Calvo, continued to advocate 
for the traditional Spanish policy of establishing diplomacy through trade. 
Tis was even more imperative now, as “only a few depraved Seminoles” lived 
in the areas Spain could still claim. In contrast, “the nations of the Choctaws 
and Chickasaws are entirely included in the American territory . . . likewise 
the part of the Tallapoosas (Creeks), best, most numerous, and most friendly 
to Spain, and all the Cherokees, have remained in the Territory of the United 
States.”76 Since Spain lacked any territorial control over the region, it was only 
through the maintenance of trade through Panton, Leslie and Company that 
they could “gain and maintain a preponderancy and friendship among those 
tribes, in order to constitute them a barrier between the American and Span-
ish possessions, forming, as they must do, an intermediate country, which it 
is our interests to keep in our dependence.”77 Within a few years, the territory 
would pass again from French to American hands, thus undoing decades of 
Spanish policy in the area and ofcially ending any Spanish designs on con-
trolling the Gulf South. 

* * * 

Spain’s conceptualization of national sovereignty in the Gulf South served 
two purposes. By claiming jurisdiction over the land along the coast and the 
Mississippi River, the Spanish were protecting their access to waterways and 
limiting American expansion into the Gulf. Tey also bolstered Indigenous 
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land claims by asserting that Natives were under their protection. At the 
same time, as explicitly stated in the treaties, Spanish and Indigenous groups 
created a complementary relationship, with the Spanish exercising little 
hegemony in the interior while maintaining Native support through gifs 
and trade. Additionally, the Spanish recognized Indigenous territorial sov-
ereignty, even though this acknowledgment could potentially weaken their 
own claims, in an attempt to undermine those of the United States. 

Like Spain, the United States applied nationalism in distinct ways. Jef-
fersonian Republicans, who valued the individualism derived from private 
land ownership and agriculturalism, were perpetually interested in obtain-
ing territory south and west of the Appalachians. Te formation of both a 
national identity and recognition of the sovereignty over territories awarded 
in the Treaty of Paris, territory that the Native groups still frmly controlled, 
was vital to their objectives. Te fedgling US government struggled to nego-
tiate with Indian groups who were ofen involved in their own conficts and 
compromises with individual states. Terefore, it served American interests 
to recognize Native national sovereignty, as this legitimized territorial acqui-
sitions on a federal level. Te United States also desired access to the Gulf 
through the Mississippi River and wanted to use trade to make diplomatic 
inroads to Indigenous groups. But where Spain had hoped to utilize trade 
to create Native bufer states and deter Indigenous peoples from seeking out 
exchange with Americans, the United States sought trade with the Natives 
to create a dependence on their goods. Unfortunately for Spain, the empire 
proved incapable of keeping up with Indigenous trade demands. Tey also 
proved unable to keep the United States from accessing the Mississippi and 
the Gulf. While US political elites were divided in their visions for the eco-
nomic path that America should follow, both westward expansion and the 
rapid growth of trade were detrimental to Spanish and Indigenous designs. 

Unsurprisingly, Indigenous groups again found themselves in the middle. 
Espousing nationhood worked well for leaders like McGillivray in that it 
aforded a level of power through unanimity that assisted in negotiations with 
other nation-states. It also allowed for such leaders to facilitate the supply of 
trade goods, which increased their authority and legitimacy. On the other 
hand, the creation of a Creek Nation implied a level of centralization that ran 
contrary to traditional Indigenous sociopolitical structures. Te persistence 
of coalition-based diplomacy allowed for some headmen to improve their 
status, and the desires of opportunists like McGillivray did not always align 
with the needs of all the communities within their territory. 
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While the Creeks, Choctaws, Cherokees, and Chickasaws fercely defended 
their borders for political reasons, diplomacy remained a largely economic 
endeavor. Ironically this served to both support and undermine Native 
nationhood. Treaties with Indigenous groups functioning as nation-states 
secured favorable conditions for trade and the acquisition of desired com-
modities. But they did little to curtail pragmatic policies at the local level. 
In the end it was Spain’s failure to proft from their land claims and protect 
their exclusive access to vital waterways that undercut Spanish and Indige-
nous designs in the region. A lucrative agricultural trade never developed in 
Louisiana, and Spain was continually forced to loosen its restricted monopoly 
and outsource its trade to maintain supplies. Most of the non-Native interior 
populations consisted of British remnants, French transplants, or American 
settlers. Spain’s inability to develop profts weakened its ability to meet Indig-
enous trade demands and opened the door for the British and the Ameri-
cans to fourish in the region. Even last-ditch eforts at Pan-Indian alliances 
were weakened by Native disunity, fostered by decades of confict. By 1800, 
Spain had all but given up its designs in the region, granting access of the 
Mississippi to the United States and returning Louisiana to the French. Te 
coalition-based political structures and neutral diplomatic strategies long uti-
lized by Indigenous groups collapsed, leaving the Creeks and their Indigenous 
neighbors to fnd new methods of adaptation and adjustment moving into the 
nineteenth century. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Comercio Libre 

Revisiting a Concept on Trade and Borders 
in Creek Homelands 

Rachel B. Herrmann 

Comercio libre is a policy with unwieldy historiography. It has confounded 
scholars for several reasons: Te name of the policy has been mistranslated; 
the Spanish introduced it incrementally throughout the Gulf South; unof-
cial relaxations to rules preceded the royal orders that formally wrote more 
liberal trade conditions into law; the main company responsible for trade 
between Spanish ports and Creek (or Muscogee) towns became exempt from 
comercio libre’s import and export duties; and historians have not sufciently 
considered rivers in their discussion of the policy. Tis essay explains how 
comercio libre afected Creek townspeople during a time (c. 1763–1804) when 
Spaniards, Britons, and Americans disputed the riverine borders of Creek 
homelands in Florida and Louisiana. Creeks’ knowledge of and control over 
rivers and swamps enabled them to take advantage of imperial competition 
and Spanish weakness. Afer 1784, this geopolitical power ofered them better 
terms of trade in comparison to non-Indigenous people. Te decentralized 
nature of Creek networks of kinship and politics forced the Spanish to lib-
eralize their trade policy in ways that allowed Creeks to determine who and 
what crossed their borders.1 

“Free trade” had such a diferent meaning in the eighteenth century that 
I choose not to translate comercio libre as “free trade” as other scholars have 
done; retaining the Spanish better refects the policy’s range of applications. 
In 1962 Jack Holmes proposed that historians use the term libre cambio, or 
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liberal trade. When he identifed the error of translating comercio libre as 
“free trade,” both he and the translator he cited unfortunately consigned the 
important insight to a footnote. Nowadays, free trade and protectionism are 
oppositional ends of national trade policy. Te eighteenth-century reglamen-
tos (regulations or rules) for comercio libre, however, did not propose tarifs 
for revenue only, as free trade was defned in the century before the Second 
World War; nor did they propose to eliminate tarifs, as free trade is under-
stood today. Te title of the policy guidance for 1778—relevant because it 
increased confusion across a contested border by altering trade regulations 
in Louisiana but not Florida—is Regulation and royal tarifs.2 Comercio libre, 
similar to other mercantilist policies of the era, had a protectionist core. 

As Fernando Aguerre Core observes, comercio libre manifested in con-
tradictory ways across Spain’s empire.3 Recent work explains the policy in 
places with Atlantic and Gulf South connections. David Narrett characterizes 
comercio libre in the Louisiana-Florida borderlands as a “commercial door 
half-open,” meaning that in the 1780s it granted some non-Spanish merchants 
limited access to Spanish ports, the ability to import manufactured goods and 
export certain raw materials, and the permission to pay lower duties on an 
ad hoc basis. Paul Gilje casts 1795 as a watershed moment in which Spain 
granted duty-free trading rights—which he calls “free trade”—to American 
merchants in New Orleans. Elena Schneider and Adrian Finucane deal with 
Cuba. Finucane examines the period prior to comercio libre, exploring uneasy, 
interdependent relationships between Spanish and English merchants. 
Schneider shows how comercio libre increased the availability of enslaved 
laborers and expanded slavery; Havanans sought continued access to British 
trade and protected markets in Spain’s American empire.4 

Other scholarship has expanded historians’ thinking about the mer-
chants and flibusterers involved in the Creek deerskin trade during the time 
of comercio libre, but this essay departs from this work in its reinterpretation 
of tarifs. José Antonio Armillas Vicente opined in 1976 that opposition to 
Spanish tarifs stemmed from a combination of Creek “ignorance” and greedy 
American ofers. William Coker and Tomas Watson dealt with the Scots-
men who obtained tarif exemptions from the Spanish through their work 
for the prominent trading frm Panton, Leslie and Company. Coker, Watson, 
and Narrett write of the opportunism that drove merchants’ and adventurers’ 
power grabs in the Louisiana-Florida borderlands. James Hill convincingly 
argues that when Creek leaders including Alexander McGillivray invoked the 
term “free trade,” they were referring to the “notion that nations had the right 
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to select their own trade partners,” and this ability is what made them inter-
national. But Hill suggests that McGillivray did not mean for the term to refer 
“to an antitarif ideology,” and here we disagree.5 Sources in Spanish archives, 
which have been incompletely excerpted and published, document the half 
decade that McGillivray spent arguing against the levying of Spanish tarifs. 
Tis chapter’s revisiting of these sources fnds that Creek leaders and predomi-
nantly anonymous Indigenous women responded knowingly to comercio libre 
and campaigned in talks and letters to obtain lower barriers to trade. Comer-
cio libre’s policymakers rarely granted full exemptions from tarifs, making it 
even more signifcant when they opened the door to do so in 1789. 

Tis revisionist interpretation of tarifs frst delineates the borders of 
Creek homelands and discusses Spanish, English, and American claims to 
land and water in those homelands where comercio libre operated. Tese were 
homelands where non-Indigenous people imagined river borders that for 
decades they failed to map and to control, and where they struggled to enforce 
the policies they enacted. On the coast between the Atlantic Ocean and the 
Mississippi River, Anglo-Europeans claimed four colonies: Georgia, East and 
West Florida, and Louisiana, which also encompassed parts of present-day 
Alabama and Tennessee. Semi-aqueous, “sustenant” places in these home-
lands were characterized by fertile, riverine land and towns and ocean-facing 
Spanish and English forts and trading houses. Although these claims were 
bounded by rivers and characterized by disputes over river boundaries, Rob-
bie Ethridge explains that from river mouths on the Gulf Coast, European 
and American vessels were incapable of navigating above fall lines and fur-
ther into Creek country. To travel long distances, Creeks and non-Indigenous 
traders used overland paths, which scholars interpret as physical roads and 
metaphorical relationships of kinship, alliance, and war. Using a path required 
permission and good relationships, but using a waterway required relation-
ships, knowledge, and technology that Europeans lacked. Creeks, by contrast, 
possessed excellent riverine knowledge and power because of the positioning 
of their towns and agricultural felds above fall lines, the lightness of their 
water vessels, the seasonal foods that required learning about fords, and the 
wild water plants that women harvested to sustain communities.6 

Afer considering these watery boundaries of Creek homelands, this 
essay draws on work about the Creek deerskin trade to explain continuities 
and changes during the period of comercio libre. In so doing, it pushes back 
against scholars’ contentions about the trade in dressed deerskins. Accord-
ing to current scholarship, throughout the eighteenth century Creeks sought 
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peaceful, plentiful, and steady trade across borders. Trade followed clan net-
works and served the interests of diferent towns. Tis historiography con-
cludes that by the era of comercio libre deerskins had depreciated almost 
50 percent compared to pre-Revolutionary levels, and merchants sought 
undressed deerskins instead of the dressed deerskins that women prepared. 
Hunters acquired more debts, and young men supplanted the elders who had 
strived to maintain a gendered balance in the trade.7 Tis chapter discusses 
manuscript Spanish price schedules for dressed and undressed deerskins, 
and interprets them as evidence of Creek women seeking in 1784 to maintain 
trading power. Indigenous women’s marriages to Anglo-American traders 
had allowed them to preserve relationships of kinship and obligation ear-
lier in the century; by century’s end those marriages enabled them to exploit 
Spanish dependence on foreign merchants and to maintain some trade in 
dressed deerskins. Finally, this essay explains why these relationships were 
ultimately incapable of protecting Creek homelands. 

* * * 

Before the era of comercio libre the Spanish were ambivalent about trading 
with Native Americans in the Gulf South. Ten, during the American Revolu-
tionary War they captured Mobile (in 1780) and Pensacola (in 1781), becoming 
claimants to British trading places. Some background on earlier eighteenth-
century borders, geographical knowledge, trading places, and movement of 
towns and people is necessary to understand a shif in Spanish attitudes: from 
a policy of ambivalence to a willingness to liberalize trade for Creeks. 

Indigenous negotiators limited Europeans’ eforts to survey and mark the 
boundaries they claimed. Between 1763 and 1783 when the British claimed 
East and West Florida, the leader named Emesteseguo from the town of Little 
Tallassee on the Coosa River successfully confned British colonists between 
fall lines in Creek country and the sea coast. Representatives of the French 
and Spanish empires relied on the evidence of writers who had never trav-
eled to the Americas and mapmakers whose knowledge was limited to coasts 
and some rivers as far as the tide fowed. Under the 1763 Treaty of Paris, the 
Spanish relinquished their claims to Florida and reacquired Louisiana from 
the French, who had earlier failed to clarify Louisiana’s boundaries. Te 
treaty confrmed the Mississippi River as the border between Spanish claims 
to the west and British claims to the east without identifying a Louisiana-
Florida border. Te British hoped to open “corridors of settlement” along West 
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Florida’s rivers and new trade paths to the Creeks. Tese ambitions resulted 
in the acquisition of geographic information about forts, harbors, and rivers. 
Afer 1783, when the Spanish regained their Florida claims, Spanish and US 
ofcials disputed west-east boundaries between Louisiana and West Florida, 
and north-south boundaries between Georgia and both Floridas.8 

From Indigenous perspectives this space had long possessed clear coastal 
and riverine borders that difered from European borders. Creek leaders 
repeatedly explained that they had rented but not sold Atlantic- and Gulf-
facing coastal land to the British and Spanish. As late as 1792, two speakers 
named Okillissa Chopka and Tustunie Opoia sent a talk reminding the Span-
ish, “Te Land your people live on at St. Augustine, St. Marks & Pansacola 
is ours & only lent by us to you.”9 Te Tombigbee River was Creek country’s 
westernmost border and its easternmost was the Savannah, which demar-
cated Creek lands from Cherokee lands. Between these two rivers were three 
south-fowing river networks that sustained Creek towns; one, the Oconee, 
Ocmulgee, and Altamaha, met the ocean on the Atlantic. Te other two, the 
Chattahoochee, Flint, and Apalachicola; and the Coosa, Tallapoosa, and 
Alabama fowed into Gulf waters. Facing west from Creek country were the 
Choctaws, and facing north were Cherokees. Although European mapmak-
ers were able to depict the locations of Creek towns, accessing them was 
another matter.10 

As Elizabeth Ellis explains, these coalescent societies of the Gulf South 
were comprised of multinational settlements adjacent to foreigners living 
under diferent governments, which facilitated access to international mar-
kets. It was as common for inhabitants of Indigenous towns to move on rap-
idly as it was to relocate afer staying more than a decade. Towns themselves 
moved, and consequently appear and disappear from colonial maps. Decen-
tralized Indigenous power was exercised at the level of the town (talwa) 
and satellite town (talofa). Creeks, Cherokees, Chickasaws, Shawnees, Nat-
chez, Seminoles, Yuchis, and Yamasees populated Creek talwas, which were 
more than just villages: the term referred to the larger group of people who 
shared council fres and square grounds, where political and cultural activi-
ties occurred. Te Upper Creeks, whom the Spanish called the Talapuches or 
the Talapuz, had towns sited west of the Lower Creeks, along the Tallapoosa, 
Coosa, and Alabama rivers, with important towns at Little Tallassee, Mucco-
lossus, Okfuskee, Okchai, and Tuckabatchee. Lower Creeks, whom the Span-
ish called Uchizes, had key towns on the Chattahoochee, Flint, and sometimes 
Ocmulgee rivers, including Apalachicola, Coweta, and Cussita. Te Creeks 
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who in the nineteenth century developed separate identities as Seminoles 
lived in the early eighteenth century around San Marcos de Apalache near 
the confuence of the Wakulla and St. Marks rivers, and along the St. Johns 
River (also known as the Alachua) in Florida. By the late eighteenth century 
Seminole towns are discernible on the Apalachicola, St. Marys, Suwanee, and 
Flint, and south from the Apalachicola River to Tampa Bay.11 

Over the eighteenth century Creeks’ interest in Gulf trading places 
increased while their towns moved and they became reacquainted with Span-
ish trading partners. In the frst part of the century, Lower Creeks relocated 
several towns to the Ocmulgee and Savannah Rivers to privilege interaction 
with Atlantic-facing English colonies. Te 1773 New Purchase, a “land-for-
debt agreement” in which British deerskin traders called in debts and pres-
sured Creeks and Cherokees to cede more than two million acres on the 
Savannah River, helps to explain voyages by these townspeople to Cuba. Teir 
diplomats boarded Havana-bound Spanish fshing vessels to search for an 
anti-British alliance and additional markets. In 1775 Escuchape (or Escotch-
aby), the Lower Creek mico (headman, or chief) of the town of Coweta 
(which by then was located on the Chattahoochee River), visited Havana to 
explain his town’s shifing trade priorities. Escuchape’s interpreter said that 
the English had declared war, and his townspeople had killed them “along 
with their shops and for this reason planned to spread their Establishment” 
to “Tampa Bay.” He and his war captains ofered to negotiate on behalf of 
“the Indians of the Talapuz Nation.” From Tampa, they proposed maintaining 
with Cuba “a reciprocal Trade of Pelts, Horses and other fruits.” Cuba’s gover-
nor declined Escuchape’s export ofer, saying that the Spanish and the English 
were at peace. He was unenthusiastic about the arrival of other visitors and 
ofers to export to Havana “horses, Deer Pelts and other Goods which abound 
in their Lands.” Meanwhile in Upper Creek homelands, afer 1763 communi-
ties led by Emesteseguo built new connections to the British via the southern 
path to Mobile and Pensacola. Tey cultivated alliances with new claimants 
afer the Spanish captured Pensacola, by which point Pensacola had replaced 
Charleston as the deerskin trade’s most important port.12 

Iberian policymakers’ interest in the deerskin trade increased when it 
became clear that Americans sought the Creek homelands that constituted 
Spanish and US claims. Ofers such as Escuchape’s to export deerskins became 
appealing to the Spanish ofcials who learned about Anglo-American land 
hunger through reports from Upper Creek leaders. Strategists viewed Native 
Americans in Florida as subjects whose geopolitical power could be used to 
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create “a barrier” that would preserve the zone that policymakers aspired to 
control: far west of Creek country, between New Orleans and the mines and 
markets of New Spain.13 

Te Bourbon Crown’s new policy of comercio libre frst focused on these 
more valuable trading places, which were accessible via Creek paths and 
waterways. Te policy’s implementation in Cuba (1765) and Louisiana (1768) 
resulted in increased migration to places where the import and export duties 
on some goods had been reduced, and Spanish ofcials granted exemptions 
on duties to certain people trading certain goods.14 Te Spanish imposed 
less favorable trading conditions on American merchants than those they 
negotiated with Native Americans. Te US government attempted to claim 
more river space. Before 1795 Spaniards denied US ships the principle of nav-
igational rights, preventing vessels from navigating around Florida and to 
New Orleans. Te Spanish channeled exports of American goods into Loui-
siana via two rivers—the Ohio, and then down the Mississippi—and charged 
duties as part of the policy of comercio libre (15 percent before 1788, 6 percent 
thereafer). While he was secretary of state, Tomas Jeferson cited the Law 
of Nations to try to persuade the Spanish that the Mississippi River should be 
“considered as a streight of the sea.” Te land, he wrote, only rose above water 
level “here and there, in spots and slips,” implying that this was ocean space 
that should be shared. Te Spanish position was that the Mississippi was not 
the sea; access via the coast remained forbidden to US pilots.15 

By the time the Spanish started paying attention to Creeks, many aspects 
of their town politics and trade practices resembled those earlier in the cen-
tury. Politics still operated through the towns, which retained designations 
of red for war or white for peace and treaty making; and Beloved Men (or 
town councilors) still introduced themselves to Spanish, British, French, and 
American people by explaining what town they represented. Trade paths 
still ran between towns and colonial ports in Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, 
and Pensacola. Deerskins went to leather brokers in London, Bristol, and 
France for resale to leather manufacturers. Te trade involved both men and 
women; men butchered hides from the white-tailed deer (ítchu), which they 
delivered to their wives’ towns, where women processed them into dressed 
deerskins. For most of the century the trade operated on credit, which 
hunters needed to obtain ammunition and powder to hunt, and goods and 
manufactured cloth to supply their kin. British traders required credit and 
multiple years of work to counteract logistical shipping and spoilage prob-
lems from worms. Before the New Purchase, trade debts had operated as a 
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form of relationality and interdependence, and people waited multiple years 
before requiring repayment.16 

Creeks continued to use marriage to regulate trade; women collectively 
managed land, and always married outside of their clan. Metawney, the 
daughter of a Coweta headman and Escuchape’s sister, married the Irishman 
George Galphin. From the plantation called Silver Bluf that Galphin built 
on Metawney’s land, Galphin nurtured Lower Creek connections. When the 
American Revolution broke out, he threw his support behind the Americans, 
who misunderstood the nature of town politics and who sought his assis-
tance to negotiate the neutrality of the entire Creek nation. Afer 1783, once 
the Spanish claimed both Floridas, their trade strategy with Creeks depended 
on a merchant whose traders were the men married to Creek women. In 
1783 the Spanish recognized Creek women’s exogamy (though they failed to 
understand it) by describing traders as “white men married to Indian women 
and domiciled in said Nation.” On the Georgia-Florida border these men 
became known as Crackers. Trough marriage, Creek townswomen opened 
their towns to their husbands, who then became honorary members of their 
wives’ clans and eligible to claim hospitality from kin when traveling. A mico 
whose close female relatives married white traders could expel fraudsters, 
monitor licenses, and kill rulebreakers. Creek women politicked, forged 
political networks, solicited business from clan relations, and served as inter-
preters. Tey benefted from favorable trade rates and gifs for their families.17 

Key aspects of gender and leadership roles had started to change. More 
trade in raw deerskins occurred beyond a town’s boundaries and without the 
labor of women, or the mico’s consent. Demand for raw deerskins increased 
in European markets around midcentury, which devalued women’s prepared 
hides. Townspeople from Okfuskee preferred to sell undressed deerskins by 
the 1760s and 1770s. A shif in politics had also occurred, which deempha-
sized middle age as a measure of leadership ability. In the 1780s Spanish and 
American ofcials misconstrued the power of younger Beloved Men and 
their capacity to represent one nation constituted by unifed towns. Ofcials’ 
perceptions in turn granted some of those men more actual power to obtain 
trade gifs for redistribution to their kin, and to change Spanish trade rules. 
While some Creek men became wealthy merchants, slavers, and planters, 
Creek women sought to enhance older and develop newer forms of economic 
power. Some began to grow, spin, and trade cotton, while those considered 
in this chapter sought from the Spanish the opportunity to continue trading 
dressed deerskins.18 
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When the Spanish applied comercio libre to Creek homelands in East and 
West Florida that they claimed on paper but did not control in practice, they 
frst granted several key foreigners authorization to trade. Te terms of the 
1783 Treaty of Paris required Britons in the Floridas to leave within eighteen 
months. William Panton and his partner, Frank Leslie—Scots merchants who 
had moved to East Florida as Loyalists during the war—avoided this obliga-
tion because the Creek women married to Panton’s traders demanded that 
they be allowed to stay. Spanish colonial governors pointed to Spain’s lack of 
manufactured goods and deerskin markets and argued for a savvy diplomatic 
policy change that permitted the continued residence of non-Spanish trad-
ers working for the British frm Panton, Leslie and Company. Tus British 
subjects secured permission—unusual at the time because ofcials granted it 
explicitly, rather than ignoring illicit trade—to take over Atlantic-facing store-
houses in San Agustín (Saint Augustine) and on Río San Juan (the St. Johns 
River) to work in the Indigenous territory that the Spanish claimed. Te 
Spanish were used to trading at a loss to maintain what remained of Spain’s 
claims to land, and they increased their spending on Native American afairs 
from $4,000 in 1769 to $55,209 in 1794.19 By virtue of Creek intermarriage, 
the relaxations to comercio libre that followed allowed more trade between 
Spanish ports and select foreign ports; the next allowed for the reduction in 
duties; and the most generous changes allowed some people exemptions from 
import and export duties entirely. Creek townspeople fell into the last camp 
of duty exemptions because the Spanish lacked knowledge about two related, 
important topics. 

Te Spanish did not know what they needed to know about rivers in 
Florida, and they were ignorant of Indigenous trading preferences. Riverine 
knowledge was necessary to resolve boundary disputes with the United States. 
Te Spanish described the Apalachicola, St. Marys, and St. Johns Rivers in 
Creek and Seminole homelands as so labyrinthine that they created problems 
claiming land and conducting trade. Te Apalachicola led to Lower Creek 
towns on the Flint and Chattahoochee Rivers and had been a recognized bor-
der between East and West Florida since 1763. Te St. Marys was signifcant 
because since 1763 (but not for the frst time) it had served as a north-south 
boundary between Georgia and East Florida, but it was also a Seminole and 
Cracker waterway settled by families and their free-ranging cattle. Afer 1782 
when the Spanish claimed the Floridas, the Americans claimed a boundary 
further south, on the St. Johns, which Seminoles also controlled. A confden-
tial 1788 report complained about the lack of any boundary “between East 



251 Comercio Libre

 

 

 

 

Florida and the Americans” other than the St. Marys, and observed that nei-
ther this river nor the Apalachicola had “their courses” established with any 
“degree of precision.”20 

Spanish struggles to map and to monitor waterways allowed nonstate 
actors to attempt to claim territory and to ofer better trading terms to Creeks 
and Seminoles. From towns on the Flint River, the Seminole leaders Okaieg-
igie (Tomas Perryman) and Kenhagee (William or Billy Perryman) forged 
relationships with the adventurer William Augustus Bowles that sought to 
address Lower Creek and Seminole townspeople’s disillusionment with Spain 
and the United States. Te Spanish interrogated Bowles’s associates, whom 
they suspected of trading with Creeks, reminding them that foreign boats 
were prohibited from trading on the Gulf coast. In 1799 Bowles was said to 
be at the mouth of the Apalachicola River. In 1801 rumors placed him at the 
mouth of the Manatee River on Tampa Bay with Kinache, the mico of the 
town of Mikasuki (or Miccosukee), “with the intent” to establish “a house 
of commerce.” Te last governor of Spanish Louisiana asserted that Bowles 
had aspired to open trade on the entire coast from Panzacola to San Agustín. 
Bowles issued numerous proclamations declaring open ports at the mouths 
of the Apalachicola and Duck Rivers and Tampa Bay, and in a 1799 proclama-
tion he introduced import duties for revenue only on liquor and all foreign 
goods. He is probably the sole non-Indigenous person in this chapter whose 
trade policies aligned with free trade as people understood it at the time. His 
proclamations responded to Creek and Seminole repulsion at export tarifs 
levied on their deerskins.21 

In addition to seeking optimal trade conditions, Creeks and Seminoles 
also scuttled American and Spanish attempts to demarcate their homelands. 
During the joint Florida boundary survey of 1798 to 1800 to map boundar-
ies agreed in the 1795 Spanish-American Treaty of San Lorenzo, astronomers 
serving both countries faltered in the face of imagined and real interference. 
Various advisors recommended that the surveyors avoid Native American 
paths and instead enter the Pearl, Mobile, and Apalachicola Rivers from the 
sea. In 1799 it took the surveyors three days to fnd “the real and navigable 
channel” of the Chattahoochee River with the help of a pilot who, it trans-
pired, “knew no more of the coast” than the surveyors. In the end the sur-
veyors fxed one boundary marker in the Okefenokee Swamp, abandoned the 
survey line further west, sailed around the Florida peninsula, and tried again 
from the east. Tese difculties arose when Creeks from “the shore of tauke-
laukene”—possibly townspeople of Toccogulegau on the Flint River—stole 
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the surveyors’ domesticated animals and baggage, and when others set fre to 
trees in the swamp.22 

As a result of these ongoing gaps in geographical knowledge, the Spanish 
liberalized their trade regulations in Creek territory. Te Scots-Creek leader 
Alexander McGillivray—also known as Hoboi-Hili-Miko, or the Good Child 
King—sent letters educating Spanish governors and ofcials about Creek 
trading preferences and river travel. In 1801 Juan Ventura Morales misremem-
bered the then-deceased McGillivray as the principal headman of the Upper 
Creeks, Lower Creeks, and Seminoles, but in reality he represented only some 
Abeika, Tallapoosa, and Alabama towns. McGillivray, like his mother, Sehoy 
Marchand, belonged to the infuential Wind Clan—as his father, the Scots 
trader Lachlan McGillivray, would have belonged when traveling to trade. 
He was part of the new generation of Beloved Men who drew their authority 
from their matrilineal clan, but also from their youth and unprecedented 
property-holding.23 

At least in 1784, McGillivray needed help communicating his ideas to 
Spanish ofcials. He had learned Greek and Latin at school in Charleston.24 

He admitted, however, that he spoke “no Spanish nor French.” Instead, he 
relied on interpreters. In 1788 over “a matter of great Importance to us,” he 
requested translations of Spanish correspondence. In 1789 he worried to Pan-
ton about the shortage of interpreters, and the following year he complained 
to Leslie that the Spanish considered him only “worth the miserable pay of 
an interpreter.”25 He needed translators, acknowledged that their pay was low, 
but also felt that he served a higher calling. One of his sisters, Sophia Durant, 
was known to speak for him during Creek council meetings, and there is at 
least one mention in McGillivray’s correspondence of his sending a letter “by 
my Sister.” Sophia Durant’s work in this role suggests both the continuing 
importance of women interpreters in Creek diplomacy, as well as some of 
their male relatives’ dismissal of their talents.26 

Trough Sophia and other linguists, beginning in 1784 Alexander McGil-
livray promoted Gulf trade locations, explaining to the Spanish that his 
townspeople preferred trading in West Florida over trade with the Americans. 
He proposed that the Spanish bring trade goods to Mobile, from whence he 
would “Supply my People by Water Carriage,” which was “preferable to pack 
Horses.” Te fall lines on the Tallapoosa, Coosa, and Alabama Rivers posed 
no impediment to his plans to redistribute goods to his townspeople. In 1785 
he expressed his hope on behalf of the Creeks, Chickasaws, and Cherokees 
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that trade would be “established on the most permanent footing as the Span-
ish had promised them” at a treaty.27 

During the lead-up to and negotiations during the 1784 Treaty of Pensa-
cola, McGillivray advocated for better trading conditions. Mentions of dressed 
deerskins are evident in the treaty documents. He claimed in January 1784, 
“As for Raw & drest deer Skins, I can purchase any Quantity whatever, if they 
would turn to good account.”28 Te treaty’s frst article established a defensive 
alliance in which Creek and other Indigenous signatories agreed to defend 
Spanish territory west of Creek homelands, and the Spanish pledged protection 
against Georgians’ encroachment. Te treaty also lifed restrictions on where 
British traders working for the Spanish could live, work, sail, and import, and 
provides scholars with evidence of Indigenous women’s continued interest in 
selling peletería pasada (dressed deerskins), in addition to men’s work selling 
raw deerskins in the hair, or al pelo. Te treaty’s eleventh article stated that 
traders were not permitted to trade secretly “in the woods and other private 
places” and had to trade in towns. Earlier scholarship averring that the Spanish 
did not distinguish between dressed and raw deerskins at the treaty does not 
consider the tarif documentation produced, which contains price schedules 
for goods exchangeable for both types of hides. Peletería pasada is listed in the 
price schedule (tarifa) as exchangeable for stroud and dufel blankets, rufed 
shirts, binding, and trading guns, but not specifed as exchangeable for plain or 
check shirts, calico, cotton, silk handkerchiefs, powder, balls, fints, hatchets, or 
looking glasses. John Walton Caughey, who published many of McGillivray’s 
letters as well as a version of the price schedule, translated this latter document 
from Spanish to English by referring to “dress Skins” rather than “dressed,” 
which has likely contributed to scholars’ confusion.29 Of course it is possible 
that McGillivray overstated his abilities to supply dressed deerskins, and it is 
important to acknowledge that treaties were notoriously difcult to fulfll and 
enforce. Tere is nevertheless more evidence of dressed deerskins in Creek and 
Spanish trading spaces than scholars have appreciated. 

By 1785 Panton, Leslie and Company, which the Spanish came to call La 
Casa de Panton (Panton’s house), had opened or taken over trading factories 
in San Agustín, on Río San Juan, in St. Marks (which became known as San 
Marcos de Apalache) at the confuence of the St. Marks and Wakulla rivers, 
and trading with “los Indios Talapuches” in Pensacola. Te Spanish further 
liberalized trade by permitting the company’s vessels to trade with foreign 
ports, including the Caribbean, the United States, and London. Ten, the 
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Spanish began to grant the company exemptions from import and export 
duties, as comercio libre permitted in exceptional circumstances.30 

Tose duty exemptions resulted from McGillivray’s antitarif arguments, 
which he contextualized with Indigenous trading preferences. In 1785 McGil-
livray asked in a letter what good it would do to “venerate the present duties 
imposed . . . especially those of the export of skins” and urged the adoption 
of “the most comfortable terms possible,” including the removal of “dutys 
on the export of skins.” In 1787 he reminded the Spanish that San Marcos 
had been established “upon the Condition” that the Spanish commandant 
at the fort did not interfere with Native Americans’ trade—a provision that 
explicitly mentioned “dutys or Imposition or restrictions . . . laid on our 
Imports & exports here” as examples of interference. A year later McGillivray 
said that San Marcos was a Creek port that should be freed from Spanish 
duties because the British had restored the district to the Creeks before Spain 
regained the Floridas. In 1789 he acknowledged that the Spanish viewed 
duties as a “counterweight” to trade gifs and spending on diplomacy, but 
insisted, “Tis in reality is too much to load on a Poor Indian, whose con-
stitution is such that he is always in need of favors rather than in a state to 
pay duties.” Tis last letter, which Caughey excerpted in his collection of 
McGillivray’s correspondence, excludes the previous sentence. On March 23 
of that year, a response to McGillivray’s advocacy arrived as a royal order that 
granted La Casa de Panton an exemption from import and export duties on 
articles “of the Indian trade.” In September these exemptions were explicitly 
applied to the company’s trading houses in Panzacola and Movila, and to San 
Marcos in 1790. Panton received retroactive exemptions from duties for the 
year 1788, because this was the year in which he submitted his request. His-
torians and some Spanish ofcials interpret the company’s trading rights as 
a monopoly. However, the Spanish court never granted Panton this exclusive 
privilege, and dubbing the arrangement a monopoly fails to center Creeks’ 
expectations that they would trade simultaneously across imperial borders.31 

Additional Creek intervention in trade practices is evident in their use of 
price schedules. Anglo-Europeans published price schedules for trade goods 
throughout the colonial period in response to Native Americans’ complaints 
about trade abuses. Issues with the 1784 tarifa indicate that Spanish price 
schedules similarly failed to eliminate corruption. Afer 1789 Panton refused 
to commit to Spanish price schedules agreed during the treaty, stating that 
he would seek to sell as cheap as or cheaper than American traders. Charles-
ton merchants, meanwhile, sold blankets to Native Americans at a markup of 
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300 percent, and a 1790 observer estimated that Panton sold wares to Creeks 
at 500 percent of the cost. Creeks traded across non-Native borders by main-
taining the ability to disregard price schedules, but so doing also resulted in 
higher prices on goods.32 

US War Department ofcials knew that Creeks preferred Spanish trade, 
and the government accordingly adjusted its tarifs. Panton would claim 
that since the end of the American Revolution, his company had exported 
at least 124,000 deerskins per year, of which half to three-quarters probably 
came from Creek towns. At the 1790 Treaty of New York between the United 
States and the Creeks represented by McGillivray, the United States changed 
its tarifs. A secret article of the treaty—that required George Washington to 
seek Senate approval—designated people who could import up to $60,000 
worth of duty-free goods for the Creek trade. It also ofered McGillivray, Pan-
ton, and Leslie the opportunity to move their operations back to the United 
States. But though some Upper Creek micos and the US government agreed 
to the treaty on paper, Lower Creek and Seminole representatives were not 
invited to the treaty, and Bowles was still at large. Te US government’s Creek 
factory—once it was established on the St. Marys River at Colerain in 1796— 
exported just 25,000 deerskins annually.33 

By 1794 Spain’s First Secretary of State would explain that comercio libre 
was “the only way to preserve Louisiana, and to limit the advances and inor-
dinate ambition of the United States.” Te Spanish Crown introduced the 
cédula of 1793 and extended comercio libre to Spanish Florida within this 
context, having failed to do so explicitly when it introduced comercio libre 
to New Spain in 1789.34 Te new cédula permitted Spanish residents in Lou-
isiana and the Floridas to trade with people in Europe and America, but still 
required them to pay tarifs. For Creeks, very little about trade relationships 
changed with the cédula. In January 1794 Panton received reassurance that 
the new rules did not apply to his company. Because of their waterways 
and their exploitation of comercio libre’s exemptions, Creeks increased their 
capacity to trade on the Gulf, enjoyed the lowest duties and then duty-free 
trading, maintained a steady supply of goods, and retained their abilities to 
trade across fctional non-Native borders.35 

* * * 

Tis essay conveys the complexity of comercio libre by explaining with greater 
precision how it worked along Creek and Seminole trade networks on the 



 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

256 Movement 

rivers of their homelands. Creek townspeople not only received tarif exemp-
tions made available through comercio libre: they also protected some wom-
en’s production of dressed deerskins and negotiated fexible price schedules 
that maintained international trade. It is true that the demand for deerskins al 
pelo and a shif toward more centralized, patriarchal governance had pushed 
many women out of their role in the deerskin trade. It is also clear, how-
ever, that in the Gulf spaces that Spain claimed, intermarriage with Creek 
women still secured and informed trade. Comercio libre, which was not free 
trade, was instead a more fexible trade policy that allowed tarif exemptions 
in limited circumstances. Te best and freest trade conditions for Creeks in 
riverine towns emerged because they could opt out of comercio libre’s tarifs 
and trade with multiple nations. 

It should now be possible for readers to visualize in space the places where 
comercio libre applied. In July 1789 Vicente Folch said that according to his 
“way of thinking,” McGillivray hoped “to obtain a seaport in order to escape 
the tarifs.”36 In reality, McGillivray needed no seaport because Creek towns-
people escaped tarifs via rivers. Duty exemptions took efect above the fall line 
on waterways that fowed south into the Gulf and the Atlantic. Tese exemp-
tions manifested at the storehouses that Panton and Leslie opened before and 
afer changes to the policy: on the St. Johns River, the Wakulla River near San 
Marcos, and in San Agustín (1783); in Panzacola (1785); Movila (1790); New 
Orleans and Havana (1790); and on the Mississippi at Las Barrancas, or Chick-
asaw Blufs (1795).37 To see the deerskin trade’s borders and the people who 
crossed them requires an act of imagination. Readers should picture deerskin 
factories in ports claimed by Spain, Britain, and the United States, traders with 
Muscogee wives circulating between towns, and Beloved Men and their trans-
lated letters on the move between towns and Gulf nodes working to obtain 
tarif exemptions. Such acts of imagination become more feasible afer com-
paring archival sources with older collections of published letters. 

Although Creeks won some of the best trading concessions at the time 
and were able to maximize the trade benefts of comercio libre from 1784 to 
the century’s end, they still lost their land. Te people with whom they traded 
started charging interest on debts around the same time that they won the 
tarif exemptions, and there was a disruption to how credit and debt worked 
to maintain relationships. From the 1780s to the 1790s, Creek leaders used 
trade to preserve their homelands, but as townspeople’s debts to traders 
increased, so did the pressure to cede land. Ultimately, the pressure came 
from people who worked for Spain but were not Spanish. Ofcials had started 



257 Comercio Libre

 

 

 

 

  
 

to allow Panton’s traders to extend lines of credit in 1784, the same year that 
the Treaty of Pensacola pledged protection against land-hungry Georgians. 
Panton, Leslie and Company also started charging 6 percent interest on 
Creeks’ debts without their knowledge. Te nature of debt changed to make 
long-term credit unviable.38 Continuing the practice that the British promul-
gated with the New Purchase of 1773, Scots traders working for the Spanish 
south of the border and government ofcials working for the United States 
would demand land when Muscogees proved unable to settle the debts that 
had increased without their knowledge. 

As Spanish and US negotiators fnalized riverine boundaries, they claimed 
more Creek homelands. Te 1795 Treaty of San Lorenzo fxed the US-Spanish 
northern border of Florida. It agreed that trade with Indigenous peoples 
should be mutually benefcial to Spain and the United States, which is when 
representatives from both nations began working together to survey Creek 
waterways. Te merchant John Forbes, who took over when Panton died 
in 1801, formed good relationships with US ofcials. When Forbes claimed 
that Lower Creeks and Seminoles owed him money, Benjamin Hawkins, US 
agent to the Creeks, suggested land cessions as a solution. Te 1804 Forbes 
Purchase extracted from Lower Creeks and Seminoles 1.4 million acres in 
West Florida between the Wakulla and Apalachicola Rivers. Tat year, the US 
Congress passed the Mobile Act, declaring that all navigable rivers that emp-
tied into the Gulf of Mexico were rivers in US territory.39 As readers know, a 
country’s ability to claim riverine space did not confer the ability to control it. 
US Indian Department ofcials had opened a factory on the St. Marys River, 
but their knowledge of the waterway remained incomplete because its source 
was the swamp that surveyors had abandoned. Teir hunger for knowledge 
about Indigenous waterways remained insatiable. 
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CHAPTER 11 

Possibilities and Peril 

Exploring the Transnational Experiences of 
Black People in the Maritimes, 1783–1792 

Harvey Amani Whitfield and Sarah Chute 

Te history of Black people crossing the early American-Canadian border is 
usually framed as a crossing from American enslavement to Canadian free-
dom.1 Tis threshold model of the border does not do justice to the diversity 
of outcomes inherent in transnational migration in the eighteenth-century 
Atlantic world. Afer the American Revolution, the Maritime colonies of 
Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Prince Edward Island were sites where 
indentured servants, enslaved, and re-enslaved people lived next to free Black 
Loyalists who sometimes gained meaningful freedom, formed families, and 
owned small farms. Watery borders shaped life in the Maritime colonies. Te 
ocean readily enabled connections to other Atlantic locales, from Boston, to 
Kingston, to Liverpool. Tis connectivity meant the water borders held both 
possibilities and perils for unfree Black people in the Maritimes. 

Historians Isaac Land and Michael Pearson have argued that “maritime 
infuence” shaped individuals beyond the littoral; a “proximity of causation” 
could tie people to the ocean whether they were physically close to shore or 
not.2 Such an expansive proximity challenged the security of free and enslaved 
Black people in coastal towns and on inland farms alike. Water could take 
people to enslavement in the West Indies, United States, or other parts of 
the Maritimes through sales and kidnappings, but it could enable escapes 
and migrations to freedom. John Morton argues in this volume that border-
land residents and itinerant missionaries in New Brunswick and Maine were 
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responsible for the on-the-ground understandings of international boundar-
ies, largely dictated by their use of waterways that could connect or separate 
people.3 Similarly, free and enslaved Black people in the Maritimes discussed 
and demonstrated their understandings of international and imperial poli-
tics—and thereby helped legitimize British colonial claims—whenever they 
referenced the Crown’s obligations to Black Loyalists, many of whom had 
fed Patriot enslavers to fght and seek refuge behind British lines during the 
Revolutionary War.4 At the same time, Black people still faced exploitation in 
the Maritimes, and thousands remained enslaved to white Loyalists as they 
migrated north from the United States. As our study shows, free and enslaved 
Black people in the Maritimes were quickly threatened by the Atlantic’s fuid 
connectivity to other slave societies, but also sometimes chose to traverse 
those waters in search of greater security and autonomy. How meaningful 
and tangible were these colonies’ borders, then? While archival fragments 
seldom include the direct words of Black people in the Maritimes, their 
diverse actions can tell us something about how they might answer that ques-
tion. How and why Black people interacted with the aquatic highway of the 
Atlantic was deeply informed by the politics, laws, racism, and labor that 
took place within the jurisdictions of Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, 
and Nova Scotia. 

Te connectivity to Atlantic trade and migration aforded by the coastal 
nature of Maritime port towns—as well as the constant infuence of the land 
as a place of local displacement and settlement—refect the signifcance of 
these histories’ locations, where landed imperial powers could cast people 
forcibly across the Atlantic. Tese relationships thereby strengthened capital-
ist colonial power on the ground, whether in the form of carrying out crimi-
nal charges to uphold a social system, bolstering the wealth of merchants and 
enslavers who forged and exploited the ties between the regions, or denying 
self-sufciency and the means for power to Black individuals locally. Te 
environmental, spatial, and geographic dimensions to this human history 
refect David Austin’s identifcation of the historical and political experiences 
of Canada, or in this case the Maritimes, as “a laboratory through which we 
can understand Black diasporic experiences, perhaps in ways that studies of 
the United States or Britain, for example, have generally not aforded.”5 Te 
perilous experiences in the Maritimes—the exclusions, exploitations, and 
denials of Black humanity—were deeply shaped by those colonies’ surround-
ing Atlantic boundaries and by jurisdictional, economic, and sociopolitical 
claims steeped in notions of dominance on and over the land. 
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Peninsular and insular in geography, the Maritime coasts and islands were 
hardly isolated from other parts of the Atlantic world. Shaped by a nexus of 
ideologies that spanned the Atlantic, the region can be thought of as an exten-
sion of the plantation complex. Te plantation complex usually centers upon 
Brazil or the greater Caribbean, but what we are showing is the signifcance of 
slavery and waterways to what Philip D. Curtin calls the “important trading 
partners” in the northern region of the plantation complex encompassing the 
Maritimes, New England, and part of northern New York, which were con-
nected to the tropics by water.6 Paul Musselwhite’s chapter reminds us how 
plantations in the seventeenth-century English Caribbean cartographically 
stood as “nodes of communal authority” and later “a coherent vision of impe-
rial jurisdictional space”—concepts that persisted rhetorically throughout the 
eighteenth-century British Atlantic.7 For example, among Maritime enslavers, 
Caribbean plantations functioned as a rhetorical device and actual destina-
tion of private and court-sanctioned punishment and violence against Black 
people.8 By looking at the northern reaches of the plantation complex, we gain 
a broader understanding of the many dimensions of enslavement in the Atlan-
tic world. Connected by overseas routes of trade and migration, northern and 
tropical systems of slavery were mutually reinforcing. Our study approaches 
enslavement through the specifc cases of three individuals—Jupiter Wise, 
Hector, and Lydia Jackson—to demonstrate the complex interplay between 
political jurisdiction, water borders, possibilities, and perils at this northern 
outpost of the British Atlantic. Tese short biographies are not widely known 
and deserve to be told in detail. Ultimately, a combination of personal con-
tacts, the circumstances of control, and chance factored into whether they 
found possibility or peril in the waters that met the rocky Maritime shore. 

Jupiter Wise 

Te mid-1780s case of Jupiter Wise demonstrates how local conficts had 
Atlantic consequences for Black people in the Maritimes. Tis intricate case 
enriches our understanding of relationships between enslaved, indentured, 
and free people.9 It also showcases how enslaved people in Prince Edward 
Island (PEI) thought about their bondage in relation to other places like 
the United States, specifcally, Massachusetts, where slavery had been tested 
against the new state constitution and recently outlawed through a series of 
Supreme Judicial Court cases in the early 1780s.10 Jupiter Wise’s experience 
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with the justice system in colonial Charlottetown demonstrates the region’s 
close imperial connections to the West Indies.11 Historians have used the 
example of Jupiter Wise as an illustration of slavery and resistance on PEI. 
Examining this case anew tightens our grasp on Black attitudes about enslave-
ment on the island and about the function and fexibility of the colony’s water 
border. 

According to the Book of Negroes, in 1783, Jupiter Wise lef New York 
for Shelburne, Nova Scotia, as a twenty-fve-year-old “[stout] fellow” who 
was “Certifed to be free.”12 Te Book of Negroes is not simply a record of 
free and enslaved Black people; it also contains hints about how Black people 
were easily re-enslaved. Te Book of Negroes listed free Blacks as being in 
the “possession” of a white Loyalist even if they had a GBC (a General Birch 
Certifcate, or freedom pass issued in New York to Black people who could 
provide evidence that they had “resorted to British Lines” during the Revo-
lutionary War).13 Troughout the Maritimes, the diference between enslave-
ment and servitude could be nebulous. Even those who were indentured 
servants were ofen treated as slaves and consistently faced the fear of being 
sold to the West Indies or elsewhere. Unlike in the other Maritime colonies, 
though, slavery was legally protected in Prince Edward Island. An act that 
dealt with baptism gave statute recognition to slavery, which allowed it to 
persist in the colony until legislation overturned it in 1825.14 Tis recogni-
tion made it difcult for enslaved islanders to successfully challenge their 
bondage in court. For example, in 1802, the PEI Supreme Court returned an 
escaped slave to his enslaver, noting that the owner’s proof of ownership was 
“perfect and compleat.”15 

A muster book reveals Jupiter lived in Birchtown, Nova Scotia, with a 
woman, Hannah Wise, who was probably his wife.16 Coming to the Mari-
times as a Black Loyalist, Jupiter Wise should have been able to enjoy his 
“Certifed” freedom.17 By 1785, however, he had lef Birchtown and was living 
on Prince Edward Island as a “Black Servant” to Captain George Burns in 
Charlottetown.18 Another record described him as a “Labourer.”19 Tis tran-
sition from freedom to servitude deserves scrutiny. First, the local markets 
were largely controlled by middling and elite white merchants who profted 
from the slave trade, some of whom were enslavers themselves. As Kim M. 
Gruenwald’s chapter in this volume shows, merchants exploited their advan-
tages in their most lucrative and efcient domains: watery spaces (in this case, 
the Atlantic) that served as “arteries of trade.”20 In both the colonial “River-
ine West” and postwar coastal Maritimes, enslaved people of African descent 
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were victims of merchants’ capitalist and imperial competitions over water.21 

But the businesses of individual merchants were not the only ways in which 
Caribbean slavery shaped life in the Maritimes. Shirley Tillotson’s research 
about the tropical origins of Nova Scotia’s provincial revenue further attests 
to how the Maritimes were culturally and economically “part of an Atlantic-
Caribbean region—a region in which the culture of the plantation natural-
ized white hostility towards independence for Black people.”22 Jupiter Wise 
may have sufered from the scarcity of resources allotted to Black Loyalist 
refugees or the hostility toward Black people that was endemic in Shelburne 
and eventually culminated in the 1784 Shelburne race riot. While the initial 
reason for Wise’s move to Prince Edward Island is unknown, the process of 
going from freedom in Nova Scotia (promised by the British, though largely 
nominal) to a dependent relationship of servitude in a neighboring colony 
exemplifes how the Maritime political economy was ultimately inhospitable 
to Black Loyalist eforts for self-determination. 

Te court records from Prince Edward Island testify to this reality. Te 
earliest events relayed in the court documents from Wise’s trial come from 
James Stevens, who described himself as “A Free Black Man” and accused 
Jupiter Wise of burglary. Stevens explained that before he met Wise, he had 
joined a group of unfree islanders in making plans to escape the colony.23 In 
the summer of 1785, a Black man named Mingo, enslaved to Captain Call-
beck, made a tentative proposal to James Stevens to run away, having recently 
sufered beatings from Callbeck. Mingo and Stevens were cautious because 
they needed to recruit loyal co-conspirators who would be willing to help 
Mingo gain freedom. According to court records, the two hoped to “propose 
the scheme to Ben (Gov. Pattersons black Slave) but the aforesaid Mingo said 
he would frst mention it to him as a joke, as he had no great dependence on 
his faith And also that he would speak to the Chief Justices Black Slave Peter.” 
Stevens ended up seeing Ben before Mingo could make the sarcastic sugges-
tion, and upon hearing the plans, “Ben instantly consented, and said that By 
God he had been a long time waiting to join some others in running away 
and further said he would have a Dance before he went of.”24 

As Mingo’s intended joke to Ben suggests, trust was a powerful cur-
rency among enslaved people, who carefully spent or reserved it to protect 
themselves, their interests, and aspirations. Ben was likewise a judicious 
participant, having “observed that he would not take Peg (a female Slave of 
Governor Pattersons) as he could not trust her.” Ben was eager to escape, 
ready to “sell all his Cloathes but two or three Shirts” to fund the escape and 
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“proposed taking the Governors Green Barge and going to Boston where he 
could work for more Cloathes.” Resulting from a series of freedom suits in the 
early 1780s, the abolition of slavery in Massachusetts may have made Boston 
an especially attractive destination to skilled, enslaved men like Ben.25 When 
Stevens and Mingo proposed the scheme to Peter a week later, they warned 
him that “the frst who finched would be put to Death.” Despite the dangers, 
Peter agreed to the conspiracy under the condition that they take the gover-
nor’s sloop instead of his “Boat.” During their conversations, the men were 
careful to avoid being overheard. Tey even made plans to defend themselves 
by making sure they had a musket, musket balls, powder—enough ammu-
nition that “if any Boat pursued them . . . they would stand Sixteen rounds.” 
However, when Ben later reported to Stevens that he could not fnd “a Boat” 
on Governor Patterson’s property and Mingo made no more mention of it to 
Stevens, “there the matter dropped.”26 

According to the court record, “shortly afer Captain Burns’ arrival in 
Town,” James Stevens had been in Burns’s kitchen when Jupiter Wise, one of 
the captain’s “Black Servants,” called him over and requested he get a “Gim-
blet” so Wise could get “Rum which was not his Masters.” Stevens consented 
to the plan, borrowed the drill-like tool, and returned with it. Wise then 
asked him for a candle, which Stevens obtained “from his Masters House.” 
Taking with them an empty “Stone Jugg,” Stevens followed Wise to a house 
“lately occupied by Mr. Michael McDonald in CharlotteTown” where Wise 
broke in and came out with the vessel flled with nearly two gallons of rum. 
Te two hid the jug in a lot where it would be safe.27 

Te next Sunday, James Stevens, Jupiter Wise, Guy (“a black Servant of 
Capt. Callbecks”), and Joe (“another of Capt. Burns’ black Servants”), met at 
“Raineys Hutt” in Charlottetown. Jupiter Wise and Guy suggested having a 
dance there the following night, ofering “to bear each half of the expense of 
the Supper.” Te others pitched in, too: Stevens stated he could provide “half 
the rum” and Joe charitably “said he would ofer a Dollar if it was wanted.” 
Finishing up the rum they had at present, Wise mentioned to Stevens that “he 
knew where to get more.” Carrying a mug to the yard where they had stored 
the stolen liquor, Wise flled the cup and returned to share it with the group 
at Rainey’s hut, where shortly aferward James Stevens agreed to “invite the 
Company for the next evening in his own name.” To prepare for the afair, 
Jupiter Wise promptly arranged for Stukely Burns—his master’s son—to write 
“Cards of invitation” which were “sent round to their black acquaintances that 
evening and one to Mrs. Pollard Capt. Gores Servant Maid.” Te fact that the 
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men extended a party invitation to a presumably white servant demonstrates 
that trust over shared, pilfered food and drink sometimes extended outside 
the circle of enslaved Blacks to unfree white associates. Over the course of that 
evening and the next morning, the company returned to the Rainey house to 
deposit their goods for the party. Four freshly killed fowls, “a piece of Beef ” 
and “some Potatoes” were courtesy of Jupiter Wise. Guy brought some four 
and butter wrapped in a handkerchief, tucked in a basket. Stevens stated that 
Wise directed him on the evening of the party to fetch the stolen rum where 
they had lef it. Te celebration then took place that night at the Raineys’. Te 
sole details known about the party itself relate to how it was dissolved: Cap-
tain Callbeck “took away His black Slave the aforesaid Guy sometime afer 
which they broke up and went severally home.”28 

Stevens’s motives for making this statement are not certain, but it seems 
possible he was trying to protect himself from the consequences of having 
associated with Wise. A tavern-keeper and legislator named John Clark 
claimed that a man named James “in the Service of Mr. Walter Berry” had 
joined Wise and Clark’s slave Tomas Williams in an attack against him and a 
white servant and soldier named Sylvester Petty. Four days later, Walter Berry 
witnessed James Stevens’s statement about Wise’s burglary. It seems prob-
able, as Hornby suggests, that Stevens “may have been buying freedom from 
prosecution or his master’s punishment by testifying against Wise.”29 Berry’s 
infuence over Stevens and among his own peers should not be understated; 
he had served as Speaker of the Legislative Assembly several years before.30 

Te accounts of John Clark and Sylvester Petty outlined their recollec-
tion of the events that took place on November 26, 1785.31 On that Satur-
day evening, Jupiter Wise and a man enslaved to John Clark named Tomas 
Williams sat in Captain Burns’s kitchen with some stolen items, playing 
cards. Williams had been missing and was believed to have thieved from the 
house of Dr. Walker, a garrison surgeon for whom Sylvester Petty labored. 
When Petty saw Williams and Wise, he explained to John Clark that their 
goods were the ones that had been stolen from the doctor. Petty feared being 
blamed—lashed—for the disappearance of these items, so exposing the Black 
men allowed Petty to protect himself.32 Te mutual vulnerability of Black 
slaves and white servants could pit these groups of lower-class people against 
one another for fear of retribution by their more powerful white masters. 
Wise, reacting to the accusation, cursed and assaulted Petty. Clark, in turn, 
used a large stick he was carrying to strike down Wise.33 
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Subsequently, Captain Burns’s wife, whose husband held Wise as an inden-
tured servant, called Clark into the parlor where slaveowner Tomas Haszard 
was paying her a visit. Tere, Mrs. Burns expressed regret that Clark “was 
going home alone, and that She had no White Man about the House to send 
with him, as she was apprehensive the black People had premeditated some 
design against him.”34 Sylvester Petty, meanwhile, waited outdoors. As John 
Clark lef the house, Wise and Williams attacked Petty. Joined by “another 
Black who he Supposed is named James and is in the Service of Mr. Walter 
Berry,” they then turned upon Clark.35 A stick fght broke out. Wise hit Clark 
over the eye “and Clark also exchanged stick blows with James.”36 Jupiter Wise 
sprinted inside the Burns’s house and returned to the street, brandishing a 
cutlass. He used the short sword against Clark, “who fended him of with his 
stick.” Tomas Haszard then opened the door and illuminated the scene with 
a candle, which quelled the brawl. Wise bid Clark to join him in the darkness 
of the street, but Clark declined to fght further.37 Soon thereafer, the local 
authorities arrested Wise and charged him with assault.38 

On February 24, 1786, the court convicted Wise of felonious assault and 
sentenced him to death.39 Wise “Pleaded ye Beneft of Clergy,” which the 
court accepted and duly reduced his sentence.40 Hornby explains that this 
plea “allowed frst-time convicts of some felonies to escape the usual hang-
ing,” and that Wise was the frst person on Prince Edward Island to request 
it.41 Jupiter Wise was “to be Transport’d for seven Years to some one of his 
Majestys Islands in the Wst. Indias.”42 Of course, this sentence probably meant 
a lifetime sentence of enslavement as it is hard to believe that in the Carib-
bean he would have been freed and allowed to go where he pleased. 

Te shared grievances of the resisters in this intricate story—from Mingo’s 
Boston-bound hopefuls to Jupiter Wise and his party invitees—about their 
experiences of subjugation in Prince Edward Island show us how these people 
challenged the wrongs against them and how they carved out landed, coastal, 
and maritime spaces of freedom amid their exploitation. Despite slavery’s 
statutory recognition on the island, this jurisdiction was supposed to repre-
sent freedom to formerly enslaved African Americans who had escaped their 
Patriot enslavers and sided with the British during the Revolutionary War. As 
documented in the Book of Negroes, the voluntary migrations of free Black 
Loyalists suggest many Black colonists resettled with the hope of a better life, 
a life of meaningful freedom. Yet the imperial and economic connections 
between the Maritimes and West Indies ensured the ongoing insecurity of 



 
  

 

 

272 Movement 

Black Loyalists who, like Wise, were vulnerable to the loss of their autonomy 
or re-enslavement, ofen carried out through transatlantic voyages.43 

Tis imperial relationship is one of the reasons why Wise was sentenced 
to the Caribbean, where he would have entered a competitive market that not 
only exploited Black laborers but was also driven by the lucrative demands 
of sugar production. Wise received seven years, the minimum sentence for 
transportation.44 Tis type of punishment was “shaped by Atlantic labour 
markets.”45 As historian Hamish Maxwell-Stewart explains, transportation 
sentences for convicts like Jupiter Wise were ofen fxed at seven years “not 
for legal reasons but in order to competitively position convicts within the 
transatlantic market in unfree labour.”46 Whether in the Maritimes as an 
unfree Black Loyalist or in the West Indies as a convict and potentially re-
enslaved, Jupiter Wise faced continual exploitation in the British Atlantic. 

Te water border facilitated the relationship between the Maritimes and 
the Caribbean. Although largely a colony based on subsistence farming, 
Prince Edward Island had ties to other parts of the empire, including through 
the fshing industry: to northern Atlantic places such as Halifax or London, 
but also tropical islands such as Barbados and St. Vincent.47 Troughout the 
region, access to the sugar islands enabled Loyalists to obtain rum distilled 
in the British West Indies.48 Tis connection, then, was an important pre-
condition for Wise and his friends to even consider stealing the rum. Teir 
actions make us wonder, what did the stolen products of enslaved labor from 
the Caribbean mean to unfree people in the Maritimes? Wise was ultimately 
sentenced to the region where that drink was produced, so, once in the West 
Indies, did the liquor or the place take on new meaning to him? 

Like other parts of the Maritimes, the way in which the ocean surrounded 
the island meant its imperial connections to other parts of the British Atlan-
tic were actualized by way of water. For Jupiter Wise, though, the water bor-
der ultimately ofered more obstructions than avenues to freedom. Unfree 
Black islanders’ proximity to the Atlantic meant the ocean functioned as a 
steady threat (for the reasons outlined above) as well as a source of opportu-
nity for escape. James Stevens and his counterparts, who faced the vulnera-
bility of residing on Prince Edward Island, attempted to take advantage of the 
fuidity of the water border.49 Te initial plans to steal and escape to Boston 
aboard Governor Patterson’s sloop demonstrates how the group of enslaved 
and indentured people perceived their watery surroundings as an import-
ant channel to freedom. Bound on an island, it is logical that they would 
turn to the sea; a terrestrial escape on tiny Prince Edward Island would ofer 



 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

273 Possibilities and Peril 

limited protection. Enslaved Black people had sought escape through these 
means before. For example, when Mingo proposed to James Stevens the idea 
of running away as a group, he warned him about saying too much to Ben 
because Ben had “before deceived some men who had intended to run away 
with a Schooner from Governor Patterson’s farm.”50 Te unfree community 
clearly recognized and attempted, at least a couple times, to proft from the 
water border’s ability to facilitate escapes. In the end, the aquatic connectivity 
between Prince Edward Island and the Caribbean made Wise’s ultimate sen-
tencing there possible, linking him all too easily to a dangerous environment 
with arduous tropical labor conditions. 

We know that the land border and imperial networks infuenced Wise 
afer his sentencing and before his arrival in the Caribbean. Te summer afer 
his sentencing, he and another convict named John O’Neil escaped from the 
jail where they had been awaiting transportation. Tey did not get very far. A 
sherif caught them in Pictou, Nova Scotia, and brought them back to PEI.51 It 
seems as though Wise and O’Neil hoped crossing the Northumberland Strait 
would ofer better opportunities to take control of their futures. Not only 
was Nova Scotia larger than PEI, but it also had larger Black communities as 
well as more robust shipping networks where they could potentially connect 
to other places. Te border, these imperial connections, and the brutality of 
plantation labor in the Caribbean were possibly the reason Wise tried to fee 
from his imprisonment: to escape such a fate. More simply, perhaps he was 
seeking to reunite with Hannah Wise, who presumably remained in Birch-
town. Jupiter Wise, like other Black islanders, recognized that the Atlantic 
waters surrounding the colony ofered a slim, perhaps fnal chance at free-
dom: the opportunity to circumvent punishments that colonial society could 
enforce ashore. His recapture shows the extent of the danger he was willing 
to risk in order to have some control and a sense of security in his life. It is 
unknown what happened to Jupiter Wise afer this.52 

Tese factors exemplify how the jurisdictional border—the legal, political, 
and ideological distinctions between Prince Edward Island and elsewhere— 
distinguished the colony as a space where Black people were vulnerable to 
enslavement locally and in other parts of the British Atlantic. Although we do 
not know their exact thoughts about PEI as a jurisdiction where slavery and 
servitude were legal, we do know that several of them planned to leave the 
island on a vessel for Boston “where [they] could work.”53 Te motives underly-
ing this proposed trip are unclear, but it is possible that Boston seemed to ofer 
better opportunities, especially in light of Massachusetts’s recent abolishment 
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of slavery. Tis conception of the jurisdiction goes against the way we typically 
think of the signifcance of the Canadian border: a bulwark against Ameri-
can slavery, a distinct threshold to security and freedom. Te border and the 
lack of protection it provided to Black Loyalists, despite the promises made to 
them by the British government about land and freedom, mattered. Te bor-
der encouraged Mingo and his companions to contemplate sailing to Boston. 
It led Wise to orchestrate a nighttime celebration for joy, movement, and resis-
tance. It pushed him to defy an imprisonment that endangered him within a 
British Atlantic system of enslavement and servitude. Ultimately, Wise’s story 
allows us to reevaluate the jurisdiction’s relevance. 

Within the jurisdiction of Prince Edward Island, subject to the laws of 
the colony, the watery border ultimately endangered Wise because it linked 
the plantations of the West Indies to the island. Some enslaved islanders saw 
possibilities with water escape, but for Wise, embroiled in a system of legal 
punishment and constantly threatened by the legality of slavery on the island, 
his biography demonstrates that his life was increasingly in peril from the 
time he landed in the Maritimes. 

Hector 

Not every enslaved person operated in close connection to others. Many 
found opportunities to resist by taking solitary action and running away by 
themselves. A man named Hector chose this path. He was enslaved in New 
Brunswick to Frederick William Hecht, a Loyalist from New York. In the 
Saint John Gazette, Hecht placed the following runaway advertisement: 

Five Guineas Reward. 

RUNAWAY from the subscriber, on Saturday evening the 26th ult. A 
negro man Slave, named Hector, by trade a cooper, a tall slender fel-
low, speaks English like the West India negroes, and is very talkative; 
he came from St. Augustine to this place, via New-York, on Decem-
ber last, had his feet frost bitten on the passage, and has a very lazy 
gait. Whoever secures and delivers him up to me shall have the above 
reward. 

And as I have reason to suspect that he has been carried off by 
some vessel or other, I hereby offer the like rewards to any person 
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who can give information, so as the offender or offenders shall be 
convicted thereof. 

Fred. Wm. Hecht. 
Fort Howe, 13th July 178454 

Tis advertisement is an important piece of evidence for the vast Atlan-
tic connections that enslaved Black people had in the Maritimes. From the 
Caribbean or possibly Africa, to East Florida, to New York, to fnally, New 
Brunswick, Atlantic slavery dictated Hector’s movements across various bod-
ies of water.55 Although succinct, the details in this advertisement provide a 
glimpse into his personality, skills, background, experiences, and resistance. 
Runaway slave advertisements like this one are a valuable way for historians 
to better understand the lives of enslaved people in the region. 

In addition to ofering fascinating biographical details of one enslaved 
person in the Maritimes, the advertisement for Hector illuminates the many 
diferent places a single individual experienced Atlantic slavery. Te imperial 
connections between New Brunswick and other jurisdictions played a role in 
shaping Hector’s life. For Hector, crossing into the Maritimes from New York 
represented a change of location but also the continuity of living under the 
British Crown. East Florida had been a British colony since 1763. Frederick 
William Hecht probably acquired Hector afer he had arrived in St. Augus-
tine in December 1782 and before he lef the following November, so it is 
clear Hector more than likely had lived in St. Augustine when British control 
of the region was contested.56 What colony, if any, in the West Indies he lived 
in prior to this is uncertain. Regardless, Hector had spent at least a portion of 
his life enslaved within various British colonies. 

Te restriction of willful movement inherent to enslavement had an efect 
in determining the spaces and places people like Hector occupied. As enslav-
ers like Hecht decided upon the migrations of enslaved people and dictated 
where they worked, ate, socialized, slept, and breathed, enslaved people chal-
lenged their landed restrictions and proximity to their enslavers in numerous 
ways. Tese forced migrations to diferent parts of the British Empire caused the 
frostbite Hector had sufered from the prior winter’s sailing. By the time Hec-
tor ran away several months later, this injury may have still been painful and 
possibly was what his “very lazy gait” indicated.57 Fleeing from Hecht despite 
injury required courage and strength. Hector’s actions reveal he did not accept 
the continuum of control that characterized his crossing into New Brunswick. 
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Hector’s migrations suggest the durability of ties between diferent colo-
nial regions.58 Tese connections were predicated on economy. If Hector’s 
skills as “a cooper” were applied in the Maritimes, the barrels he built were 
probably used to transport local salted cod to the British West Indies, which 
fed enslaved Africans there.59 Te Maritimes’ “advantages derived from fsh 
and lumber” regularly embroiled enslaved people in these daily operations.60 

For example, a 1786 runaway advertisement described a man named Tom, 
who ran away from Captain James McDonald of Shelburne, as a sailor.61 

Tough enslaved people’s labor could be maritime in nature, the reasons for 
these connections had everything to do with empire. 

Hector’s life reveals how living on one side of a British colonial border fos-
tered deep connections to other lands connected to the Crown. Since Hecht 
enslaved Hector, the immediate explanation for these forced migrations is 
Hecht’s own discretion. At the same time, however, it is crucial to also remem-
ber that Hecht was appointed as assistant commissary in 1783 to go to New 
Brunswick to “take charge of the Provisions, Fuel, &c. and be accountable for 
the same.”62 Even Hecht’s duties and movements, then, were in deference to 
powerful imperial ties and demands. Hecht, who had lived in New York but 
also owned property in St. Augustine, had an “unaccommodating temper and 
ill humor,” which undoubtedly made Hector’s life in the interconnected British 
Atlantic miserable.63 Clues from the advertisement suggest Hector attempted 
to liberate himself from this networked world by means of water. 

Living so close to the Atlantic, enslaved people regularly took advantage of 
the numerous ships in the harbors or escaped via water routes. For example, 
in 1786, a man named Joe Charleton allegedly stole several items from a ves-
sel in Saint John and took a “small skif.”64 Te next year, two enslaved teenage 
siblings named Sam and Beller escaped with a free Black man named Tony 
Smith “IN a BIRCH CANOE” from their master, Tomas Lester of Water-
borough, New Brunswick.65 It was common practice for advertisements to 
include a warning to “masters of vessels” who might try “to harbor or Carry 
[of]” the fugitives, either in cooperation with an escaped enslaved person or 
through force or deceit.66 Rather than just giving the usual warning, however, 
Hecht gave a little more credence to the idea that Hector possibly escaped on 
board a ship, as he stated, “I have reason to suspect that he has been carried 
of by some vessel or other.”67 As Kevin Dawson has shown, enslaved people 
throughout the Atlantic world used their aquatic skills such as swimming, 
boating, and diving.68 Te aquatic culture of enslaved Black people on the 
Atlantic coast is captured in a 1751 advertisement in the Boston Post-Boy, 
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which says “JUST arriv’d from Hallifax, and to be sold, Ten hearty Strong 
Negro Men, mostly Tradesmen, such as Caulkers, Carpenters, Sailmakers, 
Ropemakers: Any Person inclining to purchase may enquire of Benjamin 
Hallowell of Boston.”69 Over twenty years later, Lieutenant Governor John 
Wentworth described his enslaved men as “expert in boats.”70 It is possible 
Hector used his own aquatic skills on the water to facilitate his escape. 

Te advertisement reveals nothing about what that specifc reason was. 
Perhaps he heard about enslaved people being captured or choosing to escape 
aboard ships. Perhaps Hector had connections to people who could give him 
access on board a boat, and Hecht knew this. Perhaps working on a boat 
would have been more comfortable than a job that required him to be on his 
feet because of his disability.71 Whatever the cause for this reason, it shows 
that enslaved people and enslavers were familiar with the ease with which the 
watery borders of the Maritime colonies connected places like New Bruns-
wick to other corners of the Atlantic world. 

Tis fuidity helped facilitate the transatlantic culture of Maritime slav-
ery. Atlantic connections shaped enslavement at the personal and systematic 
levels. Te British Atlantic, specifcally, the West Indies, had an immeasurable 
impact on Maritime slavery. On a personal level, for instance, the advertise-
ment tells us that Hector had a West Indian accent, but it does not tell us about 
any Caribbean customs, knowledge, and background he would have eventu-
ally carried with him to New Brunswick. We know also that Hector’s painful, 
frigid voyage caused frostbite, but historians will likely never fnd evidence for 
what other traumas and memories it may have inficted upon him. 

Systematically, Caribbean slavery shaped the role of slavery in the Mar-
itimes, a colonial region built to support West Indian sugar production. In 
Shelburne, for example, nearly 60 percent of enslavers were either farmers, 
merchants, or traders.72 With Nova Scotia and New Brunswick’s “highly 
developed trade networks with the West Indies,” these individuals could 
use these Atlantic connections “as an outlet for their crops or the goods 
they manufactured in their shops.”73 When enslaved people were involved 
in industries associated with this trade (as Hector possibly was, as a coo-
per), they deepened the interregional links. Empire and land borders formed 
the reasoning behind these Atlantic connections, but they were only possible 
through the connectivity inherent to the water that surrounded the colonies. 
Appreciating the role of Atlantic slavery in terms of how it shaped Maritime 
slavery at the personal and systematic scales gives us a better understanding 
of the porousness and interconnectivity of the Maritimes’ watery borders. 
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Although brief, the advertisement for Hector gives us a glimpse into 
how the Maritimes’ aquatic border connected diferent parts of the British 
Empire, shaping the life of one man over the course of at least three dramatic 
migrations across the British Atlantic. Te imperial and economic rationale 
for those connections explains the continuity of control Hector experienced 
within the jurisdiction of the colony of New Brunswick and as he remained 
in continued bondage to Hecht, his Loyalist enslaver. It also explains why 
Hector likely took to the seas to escape this bondage. Tough the nautical 
connections to places such as the West Indies endangered enslaved people 
in the Maritimes and could perpetuate their enslavement, it also aforded 
people like Hector the means for escape aboard ships out of that system. Te 
fragmentary evidence we have of Hector’s life testifes to this fact that land 
and water borders severed ties just as easily as they created them. While it is 
possible Hector was recaptured or re-enslaved, the evidence is certain that he 
escaped, demonstrating the possibilities the watery border aforded to Black 
people in the Maritimes. 

Lydia Jackson 

While it was enslaved men who usually attempted to escape aboard ships 
because they could become or pose as sailors, enslaved women like Lydia 
Jackson encountered more obstacles. Her story demonstrates the overlapping 
hardships and exploitation that Black Loyalists faced, the tenacious eforts 
of a re-enslaved woman to regain her freedom, as well as the ways in which 
the land and water borders shaped her experience in Nova Scotia. Te tenu-
ousness of slavery is highlighted by the numerous attempts of owners to gain 
statute protection for their property (in 1787, 1789, 1801, and 1808 in Nova 
Scotia, and in 1801 in New Brunswick). Te bills were defeated each time. 
Yet, slavery in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia lasted until the late 1810s and 
possibly even the early 1820s primarily because owners constantly fought in 
the courts and legislatures to protect their alleged right to own slaves.74 Te 
other way slavery lasted was through re-enslavement of free Black people like 
Lydia Jackson, who was told she was a servant, but became virtually enslaved. 

Te story of Lydia Jackson comes from the diary of John Clarkson, a Royal 
Navy ofcer and one of the organizers of the Black Loyalist exodus to Sierra 
Leone in 1792.75 In his journal, Clarkson explained that as a result of poverty 
and the desertion of her husband, Jackson indentured herself to a Loyalist in 
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Manchester named Henry Hedley. Most free Black Loyalists faced arduous 
conditions as the postwar recession restricted employment opportunities, and 
some sought to use an indenture to provide the short-term necessities of life. 
Jackson’s reluctant concession to what she thought would be a one-year term 
of servitude demonstrates the way in which formerly enslaved people strove 
ardently for self-sufciency, negotiating terms of labor to the extent their des-
perate situations could tolerate. It turned out that Hedley took “advantage of 
her ignorance” (her illiteracy) and tricked Jackson into signing an indenture 
for thirty-nine years, essentially making her a servant for life. Te next day, 
he told her “that she was to serve out the year with Dr. Bulman of Lunen-
burg, Nova Scotia and sent her round for this purpose in a Schooner.” Once 
in Lunenburg, Jackson learned “to her great astonishment that she had been 
articled for the term of thirty nine years, and that she had been made over to 
[Bulman] for the consideration of £20 which he had paid to Henry Hedley.”76 

In efect, a woman who gained her freedom during the American Revolution 
had been re-enslaved in the Loyalist Maritimes. In this example, up to this 
point, it did not matter that she had crossed an international border. 

Enslaved to Bulman, Jackson sufered from the most brutal mistreatment. 
He regularly beat “her with the tongs, sticks, pieces of rope &c. about the 
head and face” with the assistance of his wife.77 Clarkson’s diary is clear that 
Jackson regularly endured beatings for little or no cause whatsoever. In one 
instance, Jackson spoke to Bulman carefully and “with the least intention of 
giving ofence,” but “Bulman took occasion to knock her down, and though 
she was then in the last month of pregnancy, in the most inhuman man-
ner, stamped upon her whilst she lay upon the ground.”78 Sadly, it seems as 
though she lost the baby she was carrying since Clarkson made no mention 
of a child. 

With the assistance of an attorney in Lunenberg, Jackson “lodged a com-
plaint” against her enslaver, but the case “was soon silenced by the overbearing 
manners & infuence of Bulman, who then or soon afer expressed his inten-
tion of selling her to some Planter in the West Indies to work as a slave.” As 
the town was deeply enmeshed with maritime trade, the threat to sell Jackson 
into enslavement was not an idle or empty threat. Instead, Bulman sent Jack-
son to his farm, which was three miles outside of town, “giving authority and 
sanction to his servants to beat & punish her as they thought ft.” Afer three 
years of this cruelty, she escaped to Halifax, where she presented a memorial 
to the governor to no avail.79 She also petitioned for assistance from the chief 
justice, who apparently only “promised to enquire into the business.” Finally, 
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she came to Clarkson, who “immediately wrote to Dr. Bulman respecting her 
and consulted a Lawyer on the business who gave it as his opinion that her 
wages could be recovered for the time she lived under Bulman but the forms 
of law would most likely prevent its being fnally settled, so as to enable her to 
go with me.” Clarkson found “there was no chance of the business being set-
tled” and “advised her to give it up and leave Bulman to his own refections.” 
Lydia Jackson’s story must be considered in the context of Clarkson’s follow-
ing comment: “I do not know what induced me to mention the above case as 
I have many others of a similar nature; for example, Scott’s case, Mr. Lee, Senr. 
case, Smith’s child, Motley Roads child, Mr. Farish’s negro servant, &c.”80 Te 
point here is that Black people throughout the Maritimes were regularly re-
enslaved and sometimes sold down to the West Indies. Abolitionist Tomas 
Clarkson explained the phenomenon of re-enslavement in Nova Scotia: “It 
was not long till these loyalists, many of whom had been educated with all 
the ideas of the justice of slavery, the inferiority of negroes, and the superi-
ority of white men, that are universal in the southern provinces of America, 
began to harass and oppress the industrious black settlers, and even wantonly 
to deprive them of the fruits of their labour, expelling them from the lands 
they had cleared.” Clarkson continued by noting that whites reduced “again to 
slavery those negroes who had so honourably obtained their freedom. Tey 
hired them as servants, and, at the end of the stipulated time, refused pay-
ment of their wages, insisting that they were slaves: in some instances they 
destroyed their tickets of freedom, and then enslaved the negroes for want of 
them; in several instances, the unfortunate Africans were taken onboard ves-
sels, carried to the West Indies, and there sold for the beneft of their plunder-
ers.”81 Clearly, enslavers in the Maritimes used the watery Atlantic highway to 
send re-enslaved Black people to the Greater Caribbean. Tis phenomenon 
connected slavery and enslaved people in the northern reaches of the plan-
tation complex to its heart in the Caribbean. Arriving frst over water to the 
Maritimes as free people, Black Loyalists also experienced the Atlantic as a 
watery conduit to enslavement in the staple-producing tropical regions of the 
British Empire. 

Evaluating the life of Lydia Jackson enables historians to get a glimpse of 
the possibilities and perils associated with the borders in the Maritimes. As 
it was for Jupiter Wise and other Black Loyalists, the land border for Lydia 
Jackson signifed the insecurity of living in Nova Scotia, where local fgures of 
authority regularly disregarded the promises of freedom that British generals 
had extended to Black Loyalists. Having arrived in Nova Scotia three years 
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afer her escape from her enslaver in New York, Jackson’s crossing into the col-
ony demonstrates her hope, if not her trust, that she would enjoy such liberty. 
Te natural and social environment attached to this border, however, did not 
yield an easy life for Black Loyalists. As they received paltry land grants (if they 
received any land at all), white Loyalists took advantage of and exacerbated 
formerly enslaved people’s vulnerability in order to cushion their own lives, 
constructing a colonial hierarchy built on racism and zealous exploitation.82 

For Lydia Jackson, these preexisting and developing hardships of settlement in 
the Maritimes, compounded by the fact that her husband lef her, meant Nova 
Scotia’s frontier was a disenchanting landscape of inescapable challenges. 

Doing as much as she could to secure her autonomy, Jackson recognized 
that there were spaces within the colony’s landed boundaries where her 
chances of obtaining freedom were greater. She positioned herself to contact 
white people who could help her—frst, the attorney in Lunenburg—an act of 
bravery. Her escape to then seek the aid of the governor, the chief justice, and 
eventually John Clarkson required her to turn a dangerous woody landscape 
separating her from Halifax’s colonial ofcials into her pathway to potential 
freedom. Jackson’s refashioning of the Nova Scotian land from a barrier to a 
byway demonstrates her hope in ultimately obtaining the justice she knew 
she was owed upon British soil, having entered the colony as a Black Loyalist. 
In a sad twist of irony, this hope renders Jackson as a fgure who pursued 
to uphold and possibly earnestly believed in the purported meaning of the 
colony’s border. Te Nova Scotian authorities, on the other hand, disgraced 
themselves when they “paid little or no attention” to instances like Jackson’s 
where Britain’s promises were unfulflled.83 (Of course, however, such prom-
ises had never been made solely for the sake of the formerly enslaved, hav-
ing been leveraged more as military strategy against the American rebels.84) 
Beliefs and actions of what it meant to live on Nova Scotian or Maritime 
soil—or in other cases, colonial Canada or the Bahamas85—reveal how Black 
Loyalists thought about themselves in relation to the rest of the British 
Empire and how they assigned meaning to the border. 

Like the land border’s signifcation as a domain of British infuence, 
the water border signifed Nova Scotia’s ties to other parts of the British 
Atlantic world. More easily than any other natural form, water connected 
enslaved people to other parts of the British Atlantic, for better or for worse. 
For example, Jackson experienced her sale to Bulman by way of a “Schoo-
ner” that transported her from Manchester to Lunenburg.86 Later, Bulman’s 
dangerous threat to send her to the West Indies intensifed the power of the 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
  

 
 

282 Movement 

aquatic highways that could have resulted in Jackson’s enslavement on a 
sugar plantation.87 

Lydia Jackson’s story is the ultimate example of how one person could 
experience both perils and possibilities as a Black person in the Maritimes. 
She experienced the perils of being re-enslaved, being beaten so much she 
lost her child, and running away to get her freedom. But water brought disap-
pointment and danger as it did hope. For Lydia Jackson, her story ends with 
the ultimate possibilities of the water border. Tat Jackson cast her faith in 
Clarkson, a man who was arranging a transatlantic crossing to Sierra Leone, is 
signifcant. Possibly, Jackson believed the chance to join the exodus to Africa 
would enable her to fnally have the security she sought. If that is the case, 
then water—the Atlantic Ocean and the distance from Nova Scotia’s unful-
flled promises that it could aford—likely factored into her efort to garner 
Clarkson’s support. Tough Clarkson’s writings are not clear about Jackson’s 
future, it is hard to believe she would not have continued to pursue freedom 
in other, ongoing ways. Te assurances of freedom associated with having 
crossed the border into the British colony were ones Jackson fought to have 
realized for her own life, whether by means of land or water. 

Conclusion 

Te biographies of Jupiter Wise, Hector, and Lydia Jackson demonstrate how 
Black people—enslaved or minimally free—faced both possibility and peril. 
Te balance could be tipped by luck, friendships, as well as political, eco-
nomic, and social power. Charged with a felony, peril overwhelmed Jupiter 
Wise, and he probably ended up re-enslaved in the West Indies. Hector, on 
the other hand, experienced the possibilities of freedom when he got to the 
Maritimes and ran away from Frederick William Hecht. As a Black Loyal-
ist, Lydia Jackson experienced possibility upon arrival in the Maritimes, but 
she soon sufered the peril of re-enslavement before she escaped and met 
John Clarkson. It is possible that she went to Sierra Leone with Clarkson or 
remained in Nova Scotia.88 

Tese Black lives demonstrate how people negotiated and moved, vol-
untarily and involuntarily, over borders, along coasts, and across oceans. 
Although policymakers in Halifax and London could draw boundaries, people 
transcended these borders and helped map out realities on the ground. Te 
areas encompassed within the lines of the Maritime colonies on a map were 
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not merely spaces that were strictly “the Maritimes.” Te history explored in 
this chapter reveals that these were spaces that were connected to Boston, 
New York, St. Augustine, the greater Caribbean, and Africa. In other words, 
we do not want to think of the Maritimes as separate and cut of from the rest 
of the plantation complex when they were an integral part of it. Te migratory 
lives of Jupiter Wise, Hector, and Lydia Jackson demonstrate the embodied 
reality of these transatlantic and transnational connections. Teir movements 
across borders are signifcant because they reveal the obstacles and opportu-
nities associated with borders and jurisdictions, particularly the far-reaching 
impact of slavery in the Atlantic world. 

Black people who arrived in the Maritimes afer the American Revolu-
tion attempted to inscribe meanings upon the jurisdictional boundaries of 
Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia. Te meaning that 
they hoped to embed in these colonies was freedom: freedom of move-
ment, freedom to work and receive payment, and freedom to have control 
over their own lives. Te three people in this chapter are examples of how 
possibility and peril were part of these attempts. In addition to their under-
standing of jurisdiction, water—whether as a means of escape or a conduit to 
enslavement—connected them to other legal jurisdictions that inhibited or 
facilitated their ability to have that freedom. 
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CHAPTER 12 

Amphibious Tales 

Villagers and Strangers in a Border-Crossing World 

Samuel Truett 

Historians of early North America have been caught in a tug-of-war between 
continental and oceanic tales, one centered increasingly on interior spaces of 
Indigenous America and the other on the waves of an expanding European 
world. Despite calls for a “vast Early American” history that embraces what 
Karen Wulf calls the “geographically expansive and interconnected realms” of 
land and sea, scholarly practice has reinforced older metanarratives. Continen-
tal approaches focus chiefy on lands north of Mexico, with oceanic strangers 
entering largely from the east, from a more inclusive yet still familiar Atlantic. 
Whether we look east from Indian Country or west across a multivocal sea 
of settlers, slaves, and others, the fgurative beach (as Greg Dening called it), 
where strangers met, entangled, struggled, and changed shape in tandem, has 
moved very little. Oceanic East meets continental West in an Early American 
epic that culminates, more ofen than not, in the modern United States.1 

As a borderlands scholar who studies North American entanglements 
with Latin America and the Pacifc, I see these relationships diferently. In 
this chapter, I begin with the Atlantic and sail east rather than west, taking as 
my traveling companion an English orphan named John Denton Hall. As a 
youth, Hall drifed through the China Seas and the Pacifc basin to the Cal-
ifornia gold felds, and from there to northwestern Mexico, where he lived 
the rest of his life in a small peasant village. Taking his path and those of 
others in his cohort as my points of departure, I situate the aqueous and ter-
restrial horizons of North America in a frame that disrupts state-centered, 
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modernizing histories. In a volume devoted primarily to earlier-modern 
American and Atlantic histories, I conclude with a series of tales that circum-
navigates those spaces, leading to alternative ends. 

I frst met John Denton Hall years ago as a reader in the the Huntington 
Library, in San Marino, California, and was drawn in by his memoirs, Trav-
els and Adventures in Sonora. “In the summer of the year 1850, being then 
a gold digger in Angels Creek,” he began, “an opportunity ofered to satisfy 
my wandering disposition by accompanying a Mexican gentleman, who was 
returning to his native state, Sonora.” His new companion, whom he simply 
referred to as Don Chico, hailed from the foothills of the Sierra Madres. He 
and two sons, a brother, and three Indigenous Ópata servants invited Hall to 
return south to their home village of Cucurpe—in the borderlands between 
Mexican Sonora and the Apache-controlled lands to the north. “I could not 
speak a word of Spanish, nor my companions English,” Hall would later con-
fess. “But youth and the love of adventure . . . decided me.”2 

Hall imagined that he’d spend a few years in Sonora, recoup his California 
losses in a Mexican bonanza, and sail on. But as months turned into years, he 
began raising a family with a local woman, and soon found himself entangled 
in the intimate afairs of his adopted village. When mining ventures failed, he 
became a jack-of-all-trades: a smuggler, a surveyor, a healer, a teacher, a vil-
lage scribe. For a time, he kept a diary, recording adventures with the enthu-
siasm of a sojourner. By the early 1860s, older and perhaps more resigned, he 
began to convert this into a backward-looking account—taking fuller mea-
sure of the world around him. He lingered repeatedly on the state’s mineral 
wealth and his inability to turn it to his own advantage. He was hemmed 
in by his distance from outside markets, by revolts and chronic warfare, by 
unforeseen poverty. By January 1867, when he snufed his candle for the last 
time, he had ft sixteen years into hundreds of manuscript pages. He afxed 
a preface, as if to prepare his tale for publication. And then he fled it away.3 

In retrospect, it is surprising that Hall’s memoirs saw the light of day. 
Tey gathered dust for years. But then in 1879, he took them down, jotted 
a few notes in the margins, and appears to have handed them with a hand-
drawn map of Sonora to a US Army quartermaster named William Myers. 
Myers was passing through Arizona from San Francisco to a new post as 
depot quartermaster in Chicago, having paused briefy in Tucson to scout 
local mining properties. Crews were building the Southern Pacifc Railroad 
east from California, opening new connections to regional mines. Hall was 
also in Tucson, but for diferent reasons. He and other villagers were waiting 
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out a revolt in Sonora. If Myers and Hall discussed these troubles, they cer-
tainly also discussed the mines that Hall described in the pages he carried 
with him for safekeeping. Perhaps they agreed that others ought to hear 
about these details. In Chicago, Myers had the manuscript typeset, the map 
traced, and a small run printed in 1881. Years later, a surviving copy made its 
way west to the Huntington Library’s rare book vaults.4 

I initially took Hall’s Travels and Adventures in Sonora for a garden-variety 
nineteenth-century booster tract. In his preface, still dated 1867, he led with 
a discussion of Mexican mines. Tis seemed appropriate for the 1860s, as 
expertise from the Comstock Lode and new mining machinery from San 
Francisco sailed south along the coast to Sonora. Among those visiting the 
state was a young French American mining engineer, Louis Janin Jr. Trained 
at the Mining Academy of Freiberg, Janin had been hired by California inves-
tors to assess the mining claims around Cucurpe. Janin stayed with Hall, and 
even mentioned “Hall’s Book,” which was then probably a modest account of 
Hall’s adventures. Janin may have urged him to do more with it. Soon afer 
his visit, Hall began weaving descriptions of mines into his tale, envisioning 
a book for a generation that was already projecting, if not yet building, cross-
border railroads. Te Mexican investment bubble soon burst, as civil wars 
broke out in both nations, but when railroads actually were built afer 1879, 
Hall’s memoirs—half travel narrative, half booster account—were ready to 
dust of and print.5 

And yet Hall’s memoirs were unlike any other booster or travel accounts 
that I had seen. Each of the six surviving copies appears to have been a presen-
tation copy, owned privately by a prominent railroad or mining investor. Tey 
appeared briefy on the rare book market, years later, making them largely 
unknown. Tey were also unusual for their perspective. Mexican villagers 
rarely commit their tales to paper. Accounts like Hall’s were typically written 
by outsiders—men passing through, making superfcial observations to be 
carted away in short order to distant readers. Hall’s portrait of Cucurpe was, 
by contrast, sensitive, precise, and immediate, refecting his position as an 
adopted son. Trough his intimate renderings of local life, he evoked George 
Simmel’s fgure of the stranger—the newcomer who “comes today and stays 
tomorrow.” He was someone whose liminal and yet enduring (if not also use-
ful) place in the village allowed him to bridge, to broker, to go between.6 

His memoirs were also striking for what they lef out. He began his story 
in medias res, at the point of leaving California. In the frst few pages, he bids 
farewell to fve nameless partners at Angel’s Camp and rides south. He never 
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says how he got there, and in the 300 pages of his extensive narrative, he says 
nothing about his Mexican family. He never fully names Don Chico—the 
intrepid villager who brought him south—and “Mr. C” is the name he gives 
to his closest companion, a carpenter from Texas who joined Hall and Don 
Chico in their mining ventures. Hall’s decision to keep these personal details 
to himself makes my work hard. It has taken years to track down his wife and 
children; longer still to identify which of Cucurpe’s many “Chicos” (a dimin-
utive for Francisco) was Hall’s Don Chico. And I’ve yet to fully unmask the 
enigmatic Mr. C. 

Equally elusive, if also more intriguing, is Hall’s globetrotting past. He 
drops tantalizing hints throughout his memoirs, a trail of breadcrumbs to 
other worlds. A brief sojourn among the Quechan (Yuma) Indians on the road 
to Mexico reminds him of his youth spent among the Indigenous peoples of 
coastal Borneo. He fnds himself fumbling, instinctively, for words in Malay 
and Bengali. Te ways that Cucurpeños use tortillas as utensils reminds him 
of the use of chopsticks in opium-trading “chow chows” on the coast of China. 
Sugar mills in the countryside below Cucurpe remind him of sugar mills on 
the Ganges River in the foothills of the Himalayas. Ten there is the English 
sea captain he meets on the coast of Sonora, Sir Henry Keppel, with whom he 
had fought pirates in the China Seas. “I shall never forget his surprise,” Hall 
says. “I must confess, I was not rigged in a sailor-like manner, my dress being a 
short Mexican jacket, long buckskin moccasins, and a tall Mexican hat.”7 

Tese glimpses of Hall’s past life pulled me in. I began tracking clues, even-
tually setting of on a journey of my own, following ships, sailors, and drifers 
of all kinds around the world. With Hall as my traveling companion, I began 
cutting unfamiliar paths through the nineteenth century—between earlier 
and later modern worlds. My journey led me to see borderlands diferently— 
as spaces bound to empires and nations, but also to autonomous itineraries, 
crossings, and histories that refuse state-centered frameworks. Seen at smaller 
scales, borderlands took shape less as spaces of diferentiation or demarcation 
and more as spatial synapses where global vectors touched down and got tan-
gled up in the contingencies of the local. Rethinking borderlands as portals to 
other realms, transfers in larger circuits, or webs of overlapping sovereignty 
has allowed me to ground my journey while also keeping an eye to paths that 
resist state-centered bifurcations, moving in unexpected directions. 

My journey in search of Hall has also led me to a more amphibious 
approach, one that crosses land and sea while asking how terrestrial and aque-
ous spaces entangle. Such spaces of entanglement, whether straits, coasts, 
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estuaries, watersheds, or interior networks connecting rivers, ofen structure 
mobility and fows but also serve as choke points, areas of friction, or places 
of shape shifing. Tey evoke in this last sense the Greek roots of amphibious, 
from amphibia, plural of amphibious, “living a double life.” Such spaces, Lau-
ren Benton, James Scott, Eric Tagliacozzo, and others argue, can manifest as 
regions of refuge and escape; zones of piracy, captivity, and apostasy; places 
last seen. Whether in the form of beaches, swamps, shoals, concealed coves, 
or riverine capillaries, they have the potential to destabilize core and periph-
ery, inside and out, here and there.8 

In what follows, I cross nineteenth-century seas, continents, states, and 
nonstate realms with Hall at my side, but I do so with an eye to his ever-
shifing cohorts. Teir own stories allow me to pull my own across a wider 
canvas—and they let me do so in ways that take nothing for granted. At 
times, his cohorts move through the world in familiar ways, connecting dis-
tant shores in ways that we might expect. At others, they veer of our mental 
maps, compelling us to rethink the building blocks of world history. Sailing 
at humanized scales into the nineteenth-century world, we fnd Atlantic and 
American realms entangled, but not always in ways we expect. 

* * * 

John Denton Hall was born in 1827, a child of the Atlantic world. He spent his 
earliest years in a well-heeled household of pottery manufacturers in Burs-
lem, Stafordshire, village kin to Wedgwoods and Darwins. Teir world and 
its wares foated west on the Trent & Mersey Canal to the port of Liverpool 
and points beyond. John Hall & Sons (headed by his grandfather and name-
sake) were known best for their blue-on-white “Oriental” scenes, inspired by 
exotic lands and destined for North America. Teir pottery sailed mostly to 
Boston’s North End, where Hall’s uncle John and aunt Caroline (daughter of 
a New England glass and earthenware merchant) were fghting a losing battle 
for New England dinner tables. In 1832, shortly afer Hall turned fve, John 
Hall & Sons went bankrupt. When Hall’s father ran of to America, presum-
ably to avoid debtor’s prison, his mother, Hannah, gathered her fve children 
and joined her younger brother, Ashlin Bagster, in Liverpool.9 

Most considered it a family afair, meriting only two handwritten pages 
to the Court of Review in Bankruptcy. But to understand the trauma that set 
Hall in motion, I must open a wider lens. I must sail with the tall ships and 
their cargos of earthenware and china, and trace the webs of transnational 
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capital. From Liverpool, I see a family dashed on the shoals of an Atlantic 
world and then reunited by the industrial infrastructures of a new railroad 
age. Ashlin Bagster, Hall’s then-twenty-two-year-old uncle, was a protégé 
of the English railroad pioneer, “father of the railways,” Robert Stephenson. 
Ashlin had cast his lot with Stephenson in 1829 as he completed the Liver-
pool & Manchester Railway, England’s frst intercity railway. Not long afer 
taking in Hannah and her children, Bagster and his household began to drif 
through the English countryside with Stephenson and his fellow engineers— 
frst to Leicester (home of the coal-carrying Leicester & Swannington) and 
then to London, where Bagster became the manager of the new London & 
Birmingham Railway in 1837.10 

Traveling east and then south across England, Hall’s family never drifed 
far from the Atlantic currents that set them in motion. By 1837, railroads had 
collapsed space and time between Liverpool, Newcastle, Bristol, and London, 
giving England a new, modern coherence. But it was still an outward-looking 
coherence, tied as much to wind-powered vessels as to steam-powered engines. 
In Liverpool, railroad workers connected the mills of Manchester to the cot-
ton plantations of the US South, and in Leicester, Swannington coal fred the 
machines that turned cotton into hose. In Birmingham, the “city of a thou-
sand trades,” trains pulled trafc southeast instead of west, but built manufac-
turing capacity that fed increasingly to the Americas. Stephenson’s own career 
was tied to Atlantic crossings—having cut his teeth in railroad and mining 
ventures in Colombia in the 1820s. Here he joined other engineer-adventurers 
who envisioned new connections in contexts of Central and South American 
movements for independence. American and British infrastructures were, for 
Stephenson, part of a larger venture to make the Atlantic modern.11 

It is hard not to think here of Hall’s future path. When Stephenson looked 
to American mining and railroad ventures, he initially looked to Mexico, not 
Colombia. Tose who went to Mexico in the 1820s inaugurated a legacy of 
foreign investment that culminated with the railroad and mining dreams 
that later pulled Hall’s memoirs north. Perhaps stories of Stephenson’s Amer-
ica circulated in the Bagster-Hall household. What is more certain is that 
Hall absorbed something from the engineer’s technical worlds at a young 
age—perhaps attentive to his uncle’s work, maybe focused by his mother, 
who supplemented their itinerant household’s income as a teacher. Tis apti-
tude, more than anything, shaped his path ahead. Once settled in London in 
1837, Hannah baptized John in the Church of England, a metropolitan rite 
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of crossing from the Nonconformist Potteries. She then took him down to 
Newgate Street, near the Tames, and enrolled him in Christ’s Hospital.12 

Christ’s Hospital was founded during the sixteenth century for poor 
boys cast into the streets by the dissolution of the monasteries. In 1837, it 
was still a charity school (a school for poor children), but it also took in chil-
dren of better-of families that had fallen on hard times. Christ’s Hospital 
housed the Royal Mathematical School, established in 1673 as a “nursery” 
for future navigators. Its forty most talented, the so-called “King’s Boys,” 
were trained under royal subsidy. Teir reputation was boosted in the 1770s 
under William Wales, who sailed the Pacifc with James Cook and brought 
to the school his knowledge of hydrographic surveying. With a knack for 
math, maps, and technical drawing, Hall advanced quickly, becoming a 
King’s Boy at the age of twelve. In so doing, he joined the ranks of such stu-
dents as Tomas Cass, John Septimus Roe, and John Bushnan, renowned for 
their surveys of New Zealand, Western Australia, and the Arctic. Following 
Wales, they trained for an amphibious empire that was moving out from the 
Atlantic to new frontiers.13 

In entering Christ’s Hospital, Hall secured the patronage of John Pirie, a 
prominent shipping agent in the East India trade, and soon to be Lord Mayor 
of London. How Hall came to Pirie’s attention is not exactly clear, but it is 
likely that Stephenson or someone of his London railroad cohort made the 
introduction. He may have been introduced by Captain Constantine Richard 
Moorsom (the son of Admiral Sir Robert Moorsom), a director of the Lon-
don & Birmingham Railway to whom Ashlin Bagster reported. With Pirie 
as a patron, Hall perhaps saw a future in the East Indies where, generations 
earlier, the East India Company had forged a lucrative trade between India 
and China. It was a path completed by family tragedy. Te news came frst of 
his father’s death, somewhere in America, and then Ashlin’s demise on rail-
road business near Derby. Ten a few days shy of his thirteenth birthday, his 
mother, Hannah, passed in Birmingham. As aunts and uncles sorted younger 
siblings on a thread of households between London and Hampstead, Hall 
threw himself at his studies and the prospects of a life at sea.14 

In less than a decade, a series of displacements had reoriented Hall 
from the Atlantic, by way of the English countryside, toward the trades of 
India and China. England had been pivoting east for generations, but Hall’s 
path was shaped at intimate scales by such men as Stephenson, Moorsom, 
and Pirie—members of an enterprising circle that coalesced locally in the 
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railyards, docks, and taverns of a world-facing London. Unbound from the 
webs of family, forged anew in the imperial crucible of the Royal Mathemat-
ical School, and soon launched from the East India Docks, Hall would drif 
from prior Atlantic worlds into the Indian Ocean and the China Seas. But he 
did so in ways that London’s brokers and sea captains could not yet foresee. 

It began with a thirty-six-year-old adventurer named James Brooke and a 
voyage from Singapore to Borneo. Brooke, the son of a prominent East India 
Company judge, had been raised in a mixed Anglo-Indian household to the 
north of Calcutta. Te East India Company was in decline, having severed its 
maritime branch in 1834. In 1839, as Hall puzzled over sextants, almanacs, and 
Bonnycastle’s Algebra, Brooke joined other free traders in the newly opened 
China Seas. He pointed his schooner east along the northwest Borneo coast 
to the mouth of the Sarawak River. He expected to trade with Indigenous 
Bidayuh and Chinese colonists upriver, but he soon found himself swept up 
in a fght between coastal Malay gentry and agents of the Sultan of Brunei, 
whose seat of power lay to the east. In return for his assistance, Brooke was 
given a position within the sultanate as a vassal ruler of Sarawak—a province 
that would later swell to the size of England.15 

In 1842, as the self-styled “White Rajah of Sarawak” settled into the Malay 
village of Kuching, agents in London outftted a 250-ton bark, Ariel, to prime 
the trade with Singapore. In January 1843, they visited Christ’s Hospital. In 
March, two apprentices, Henry Steele and John Denton Hall, boarded the Ariel 
with their new master, a former East India mariner named George Steward. 
As the mouth of the Tames faded behind them, Hall may have recalled the 
eastern romances of his family’s blue-on-white ceramics—but the romance 
of his own voyage was short-lived. Afer reaching Sarawak, Hall’s master 
began feuding with Brooke over the future of the adventurer enclave (roughly 
twenty strong), and in 1844, Iban and Samal-Iranun raiders from nearby riv-
ers and the Sulu Sea—Indigenous peoples the British called the “pirates” of 
Borneo—began challenging their power. Steward joined Brooke and Captain 
Henry Keppel, a British naval ofcer on the East Indies and China Station, in 
brutal campaigns against their new foes. His companions last saw him as an 
Iban combatant dragged his body from his gig into the jungles of the nearby 
Skrang River.16 

Apprenticeships dissolved, Henry Steele stayed on the island with Brooke, 
and Hall plunged headlong into the China Seas. Afer landing in Singapore, 
he volunteered for duty on HMS Samarang, a surveying vessel tasked to map 
saltwater passages through the East Indian Archipelago in the wake of the 
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Opium War of 1839–42 (when the British sought new trade routes to the 
treaty ports of China). Parlaying his mathematical training into a position as 
assistant navigator, Hall drifed for two and a half years across a range of bor-
derlands. Eastward the hydrographic crew sailed into the multiethnic fringes 
of the Brunei and Sulu sultanates; north to the Loo-Choo (Ryukyu) Islands 
that bridged China and Japan; south to the Sulu Archipelago and nearby 
Mindanao, a contested borderland (as it is today) between the Christian Phil-
ippines and Islamic Indonesia; then west across Dutch and English lines of 
infuence into the heart of the Indian Ocean and points beyond.17 

Afer the Samarang reached London in early 1847, Hall roomed at the 
city’s fringe with other sailors near the docks. By April, he was back at sea 
as second mate on the Royal Albert, a frigate bound for India and China. 
Captained by Irishman Anthony Scanlan, known on the docks as the frst to 
sail a cargo of Chinese tea direct to Dublin, the Royal Albert carried Hall into 
a trader’s world based in the ports and estuaries of South and East Asia. For 
historians, this world is harder to see. It was preserved not in ofcial accounts 
(trading knowledge was a guarded commodity) but by notes jotted at ports of 
call on crew agreements. Tey tell me the crew waited out monsoons in Bom-
bay (where they boarded cotton and opium), then rounded India, threaded 
the Malacca Straits, and landed in Hong Kong. What they don’t say is that the 
crew then moved cargo along the coast, through a shadowy littoral of islands, 
coves, and anchorages between Canton and Shanghai. Tey then returned 
south to winter with other sailors at Whampoa, in the Pearl River. As spring 
monsoons let up, they went to Calcutta and then up the Hooghly and Ganges 
rivers in search of homeward-bound freight.18 

From when the Ariel sailed for Borneo in early 1843, to when the Royal 
Albert returned to the East India docks in late 1848, Hall is mostly absent from 
the written record. His movements on HMS Samarang are the easiest to sort, 
in part because this was a state-sponsored expedition. Te primary goal was 
to gather hydrographic data for imperial expansion, and its commander, Sir 
Edward Belcher, submitted not only the requisite log but also countless maps 
to the imperial archive. Belcher and one midshipman published accounts 
of the voyage, with another account circulating in manuscript form. None 
name Hall, but he appears on the ship’s muster and in Belcher’s letter book. 
In Sarawak, Hall is invisible—mentioned only obliquely by Brooke, upon his 
arrival (“I have had the pleasure of making the acquaintance of H— and S—, 
both excellent and gentlemanly fellows”). He appears in the opium trade only 
as a name (misspelled) on the Royal Albert crew list.19 
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Such adventurer realms avoid scrutiny by state actors—and in the opium 
trade, in particular, Hall’s path ventured of the London-centered grid into 
realms bound more tightly to Canton, Bombay, Calcutta, Singapore, Manila, 
Boston, and Edinburgh. Scanlan had ties to the London agency house that 
launched Brooke’s frst voyage to Borneo, but these were on-again, of-again 
connections. By the time Hall returned to London at the end of 1848, politi-
cal crises in Europe had further unsettled the trade in India and China, and 
he soon slipped the city’s orbit altogether. A few months later, he boarded a 
Liverpool bark for Lima, Peru. Te 350-ton Dickey Sam sailed for Antony 
Gibbs & Sons, a leader in the Atlantic guano trade between Peru, Bolivia, and 
England. Tis trade, led in 1849 by the Spanish-born Guillermo Gibbs and 
organized around new Latin American monopolies, was just as decentralized 
as the China Seas trade—further underscoring the power of local markets 
and politics far from England in the global rewiring of British empire.20 

Hall was more than an ordinary sailor on this voyage, and he may have 
been seeking to invest profts from China in a return to Atlantic worlds— 
indeed, a space not too distant from that which had frst set Robert Stephen-
son in motion. He spent a month or so, afer reaching Lima, in assessing trade 
opportunities along the coast. But by then, all eyes were on California. When 
the Dickey Sam anchored in Callao (Lima’s port town) in August 1849, the 
crew could not have missed the Peruvian and Chilean feets headed north 
to the gold felds. How Hall charted his own passage north remains a mys-
tery. He may have boarded a local vessel, or hopped an English ship passing 
through the port. I have searched crew lists in the Board of Trade’s archive 
with this latter scenario in mind, in vain. Many of these lists never made it 
back to England—and many rotted with their ships in San Francisco’s harbor 
as sailors deserted in droves for the gold diggings. With them, Hall entered 
new orbits, far beyond the familiar littorals of London’s world-facing empire.21 

* * * 

Hall may have seen California as place to get rich, have adventures, and sell 
the tale before sailing on. Tis was how Frank Marryat saw it when he landed 
in 1850, seeking gold and a setting for Mountains and Molehills; or Recollec-
tions of a Burnt Journal (1855). Frank was a son of the sea novelist Frederick 
Marryat, known best for his 1836 novel, Mr. Midshipman Easy, a pioneering 
work in the feld. His own father, Joseph, had been a leading merchant and 
ship owner in the British West Indies, but the 1807 abolition of the slave trade 
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reversed the family fortunes. Young Frank, like Hall, turned east. Te two 
met as teenaged messmates on the Samarang, and Marryat reached San Fran-
cisco shortly before Hall lef Angel’s Camp for Cucurpe. Hall had surely read 
Marryat’s 1848 Borneo and the Indian Archipelago, a portrait of his youthful 
escapades on the expedition. Marryat emulated his father, and Hall emulated 
both. He likely adapted his title, Travels and Adventures in Sonora, from the 
elder Marryat’s Narrative of the Travels and Adventures of Monsieur Violet in 
California, Sonora, and Western Texas (1843), a tale of a French nobleman 
who fed France to seek a new life in America.22 

If Hall charted a similar path to Frank Marryat, he lacked his pedigree 
and social connections (which had extended to the Samarang, commanded 
by Frederick Marryat’s frst cousin, Edward Belcher). Hall found himself 
more exposed than his messmate to “dame Fortune’s ‘smiles and frowns.’” If 
love of adventure guided his journey south, he was also pushed on the road 
by a great fre in San Francisco that June, “whereby I, as well as many others, 
found ourselves ruined.” Riding south (and penniless) with his new friends, 
Hall wondered why he had traded the upper decks of a British vessel for the 
saddle of a Mexican mule. “I have taken the weather casing of the Horn and 
the Cape of Good Hope, but the pitching was nothing in comparison to what 
I experienced on the back of that confounded jade,” he wrote. “I was not 
adept at that kind of navigation.”23 

Facing Apache raids and smallpox in Sonora, Hall returned briefy to 
California. He returned in 1852 with the Texas-raised Englishman Henry 
Clarke (Hall’s Mr. C). If Hall brought training in math and surveying to Mex-
ican mines, Clarke applied carpentry skills to the building of headframes, 
shafs, and makeshif pumps. Waiting for their ventures with Don Chico and 
others to pay, Hall and Clarke began building families with two local women, 
Francisca Palomino and María Concepción Bonillas. Tese were not typical 
marriages between European American outsiders and higher-ranking Mexi-
can villagers, as ofen seen on the coast or inland trade centers, which pulled 
strangers into positions of infuence. Palomino and Bonillas are surnames 
associated with lower-ranking servant families, the Palominos most likely an 
Ópata family from a neighboring village. Te women may have been camp 
or village servants before becoming partners and mothers, bound by patron-
client relations to families of infuence, but limited in their access to village 
networks. For Hall and Clarke, social and economic mobility was tied more 
to their relationships to such high-ranking men as Don Chico and Eduviges 
Sinohui (a prominent Ópata with close ties to Hall), as well as the labor they 
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gave to the village. Hall and Palomino were born into diferent social worlds, 
but they found their journeys to the village center similarly mediated and 
constrained; and it would ultimately be up to future generations to fnish the 
task. In their household, Tomás arrived frst, followed by Carlos, named afer 
Hall’s father and brother. Ten came Guadalupe, María, and Enrique, the lat-
ter likely named afer their fellow border crosser, Henry Clarke. Tis new 
generation, more than anything else, would build locally contingent relation-
ships that anchored border-crossing fathers, mothers, and families in place.24 

Hall’s transformation from British sailor to Mexican villager was far from 
typical—and it was also far from inevitable. It was far from inevitable because 
the United States, a nation with imperial inclinations, was on the move. 
When Hall arrived in 1850, the nearest US settlement to Cucurpe was Doña 
Ana, New Mexico, some four hundred miles northeast through Apache ter-
ritory and the rugged Sierra Madres. Tis changed in 1854, when the United 
States annexed 30,000 square miles of land from Mexico in the Gadsden Pur-
chase (which became southern New Mexico and Arizona), moving its bor-
der closer to Cucurpe. Within months, newcomers from the eastern United 
States and California began trickling into the annexed territory to prospect 
for silver and gold. Hall might have moved north—as working families from 
Sonora did in the mid-nineteenth century—to live alongside white English 
speakers. Te border raises questions. Why Mexico? Why not something eas-
ier? Given the isolation of Cucurpe from global markets, why did Hall not 
choose something more lucrative?25 

Te answer was bound up in legacies of violence not unlike those that 
he had witnessed in the China Seas. During the 1850s, Sonora was plagued 
by flibusters (originally from the Dutch vrijbuiter, or pirate) from the north. 
Among the most notorious was the adventurer William Walker, who briefy 
invaded Sonora and Baja California with fellow California-based flibusters in 
1853 and 1854, before moving in 1855 to take Nicaragua. Walker’s venture in 
Nicaragua resonated with Brooke’s own in Sarawak, placing both in a larger 
“Anglo-world” context of nineteenth-century adventuring. Two years later, a 
Californian named Henry Crabb, who had previously been associated with 
Walker, followed his footsteps into Sonora. Hoping to create an independent 
“Republic of Sonora,” Crabb and his freebooting cohort seized the borderland 
town of Caborca in 1857, only to lose their lives in a pitched battle with Mexi-
can volunteers (many of them recruited from nearby Cucurpe).26 

Tese events further unsettled a land wracked by generations of vio-
lence. Crabb’s flibuster, in particular, infamed many in Sonora against 
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Anglo-Americans, and for a while Hall and Mr. C sought refuge in Arizona. 
But Arizona was no better. In the former Mexican presidio of Tubac—now 
the local headquarters for US mining entrepreneurs in southern Arizona— 
they met Henry Titus, a soldier of fortune with Walker in Nicaragua with 
his eyes now set on former Spanish silver mines in the nearby Santa Rita and 
Patagonia Mountains. Te three men initially hit it of, and in 1859, Titus 
hired Hall to bring Cucurpeños north to work his claims. Tat May, a mob 
of former Crabb supporters rode through the nearby Sonoita Valley, killing 
several Mexicans and terrorizing countless others. When Hall joined a posse 
to pursue the mob, he was thwarted by white Arizonans who labeled him a 
“greaser.” Te so-called Sonoita massacre marked a line in the sand—compel-
ling Hall to decide where his afnities and loyalties lay. Packing his saddle-
bags, he headed south, bidding adios to his short-lived venture in the barbaric 
American West.27 

And so, the seasons passed as the former British sailor became a Mexi-
can villager, perched at the edges of his adopted community. Te uncertain-
ties of prospecting kept him and his companions-in-mining in motion from 
one local mountain range to the next. When mining schemes failed, as they 
almost always did, he returned to the village. By the 1860s, now fnding Hall’s 
Spanish up to the task, Cucurpe’s president municipal (mayor) enlisted him as 
his secretary and scribe. “All the writing in the city is done by Mr. Hall, who 
is also school teacher,” noted the mining engineer Louis Janin Jr. in 1864. Hall 
also worked as a healer (he preferred “country doctor”) in Cucurpe and its 
vicinity, augmenting training from the China Seas with Indigenous botanical 
and medical knowledge, possibly gleaned from his wife, Ópata workers on 
his mining ventures, and Indigenous patrons in the village. Whether pros-
pecting or healing, his paths crossed multiple borderlands—between mes-
tizo and Ópata enclaves in the river valleys, and between these villages and 
highland Apache camps. Cucurpe rooted him in place at some seasons, while 
local conficts pushed him and his family on the road at others, to seek refuge 
in better-protected towns such as Magdalena or Tucson.28 

Te structures of power, violence, and mobility in Hall’s new home had 
much in common with worlds he lef behind. In Sarawak and the China 
Seas, newcomers like Hall entered what the historian James Warren calls the 
“Sulu zone,” extending out from coastal Borneo into the Sulu Sea. At its cen-
ter was the Sulu Archipelago, dividing the Sulu Sea from the Celebes Sea to 
the south. Tese islands were a contested choke point between the Philip-
pines and Indonesia, dividing Christian and Islamic realms and entangling 
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webs of Spanish, Dutch, British, Chinese, Bugis, and Malay trade infuence. 
At its heart was the island of Jolo. Arab travelers had imported Islam to the 
Tausug of Jolo by the ffeenth century, laying a foundation for the Sulu Sul-
tanate. By the nineteenth century, the sultan ruled the archipelago and the 
northeastern coast of Borneo from the island’s capital (also called Jolo)—an 
urban borderland divided into a “Malay” town, a ghetto of “birdcage-looking 
buildings” perched on a shoal for Chinese traders, and ships of all nations at 
the edges. It was a “rendezvous of pirates,” wrote Frank Marryat—with those 
not practicing piracy “always ready to aid, assist, and protect those who do.”29 

What Marryat had in mind was a regime of saltwater nomads centered 
on the nearby islands of Balangingi and Basilan, and the southwest coast 
of Mindanao, to the east. Tis was a kinetic regime, to paraphrase Pekka 
Hämäläinen, in which people held power over maritime space by “keeping 
things—violence, markets, attachments, possessions, themselves—fuid and 
in motion.” Tis regime swirled around a demand for trepang (sea cucum-
ber), pearls, pearl shells, tortoise shells, and birds’ nests, all of which could be 
traded in coastal China for tea; a demand for slaves to gather these goods; and 
a demand for arms for saltwater slaving. Slaves were procured largely by Samal 
and Iranun raiders, whose Basilan, Balangingi, and Mindanao refuges were 
connected with Malay-Tausug trading networks on Jolo—and Samal and Ira-
nun raiders were augmented by Filipino renegados, captives who apostatized 
to Islam and then became raiders themselves, parlaying a local knowledge of 
reefs, coves, and coastal villages throughout the Philippine archipelago.30 

If the Sulu Sea basin served as a maritime anchor for these denizens of 
the Sulu Zone, Iranun slaver-raiders also drew on other empire-repelling 
spaces and regions of refuge, all linked to a larger world of water. Several 
years before Hall and Marryat sailed through the Sulu Sea, British sea cap-
tain J. J. Blake complained that Iranun prahus (sailing boats) shook British 
and Spanish ships by vanishing into “the mangrove shores with which the 
islands thereabouts abound.” At the center of this maritime geography of 
concealment was a “continued line of mangroves and swamp” on the coast 
of Mindanao, fed by the marshy drainage of “an immensely extensive inland 
lake [which] . . . they consider as their stronghold and their home.” In these 
amphibious realms, the Iranun built and repaired prahus, raised families, and 
“carry on all intercourse with each other as an insulated and distinct com-
munity.” Other regions of refuge included the long and narrow island of Ban-
guingui at the far eastern side of the Sulu Archipelago—a crescent twelve 
miles long and two miles wide, “principally mangrove growing upon coral 
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banks,” Blake observed. It is “well calculated for protection and secure con-
cealment,” he wrote, sheltering as many as 200 Iranun prahus at a time.31 

Christian (or Christianized) captives-turned-renegados were only one 
indicator of the deeper crossings of this shape-shifing realm. Villagers and 
sailors incorporated strangers of all sorts in this space in their eforts to build 
entourages and maintain power. Shortly afer arriving in Sarawak, Hall’s mas-
ter George Steward and fellow apprentice Henry Steele forged sexual liai-
sons with Malay women, both men fathering local children. For Steele, who 
remained behind, this was a likely gateway for his fuency in Sarawak Malay— 
which secured him a place on the island as an interpreter and go-between. 
Malay men likely brokered these companionate unions to incorporate the 
men into their entourages, and while the women may have hailed from coastal 
gentry families, they may just as likely have been captives brought by Iban, 
Iranun, Samal, or Malay raiders from elsewhere. As Southeast Asian scholar 
John Walker observes, Sarawak Malay men ofen used captive women to 
pull outside men into mixed-community Malay entourages—and since Sar-
awak Malays were matrilocal, such women helped keep their male entourages 
anchored in place.32 

Tese amphibious, shape-shifing dynamics took shape on multiple 
fronts. Te British cohort of adventurers at the Sarawak River and the crew 
of hydrographic surveyors on the Samarang relied heavily on a Sulu Sea go-
between named William Wyndham. Born in Ireland (or Scotland or England, 
the reports vary), Wyndham was said to have cut his mariner’s teeth as a mate 
or midshipman under Lord Tomas Cochrane in the Chilean Wars of Inde-
pendence (1818–22). He then crossed the Pacifc, married a Filipina mestiza 
from Iloilo, purchased a schooner, and drifed south to Jolo. His personal 
ties to the Sultan of Sulu, an apparent mastery of the Spanish, Visayan, and 
Tausug languages, and his success in the pearl and tortoise shell trade of the 
Sulu Sea catapulted him to prominence. Te sultan eventually granted him 
the position of datu, or aristocratic chief. “Dressed in Malay costume and 
from long residence among them,” wrote Spenser St. John, Brooke’s private 
secretary, Wyndham had taken on “the appearance and manner of a native.”33 

Wyndham seemed to shif and drif across the greater China Seas as com-
fortably as his Samal and Iranun neighbors did. As a merchant, he linked 
imperial and Indigenous markets within the China trade; as a datu, he con-
trolled labor and mediated disputes; and as a trade and political representa-
tive of Manila, Singapore, or the Sultan of Sulu (as it suited him), he served 
as a diplomat, aided smugglers, purchased, sold, or redeemed captives, and 
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harbored fugitives of all kinds. Not unlike Joseph Conrad’s fctional char-
acter Tom Lingard—whose border-crossing ventures into the Malay world 
were drawn from stories Conrad later heard in the China Seas about William 
Wyndham—the sea “took him young, fashioned him body and soul.” Wyn-
dham seemed to sail into the right place at the right time, but the waters all 
about were teeming with his kind. Whether they sailed Chinese junks, Span-
ish brigs, Malay prahus, Bugis pinisi, US whaling ships, or British barks, they 
were pragmatic shape-shifers. Men of the sea, they were also denizens of 
Greg Dening’s fgurative “beach,” men who prospered in the seams between 
cultures and regimes.34 

In Sonora, Hall moved within a similar kinetic realm, a space shaped 
in part by the unsettling forces of Mexican, US, and Indigenous territorial 
expansion, and in part by local dynamics of mobility. Ever since Spanish 
newcomers frst lay claim over Cucurpe in the early seventeenth century, 
this had been a contested terrain in the borderlands of O’odham, Eudeve, 
Teguïma, and Jova (the latter three glossed by the Spanish as Ópata) villages, 
with occasional intrusions of the more mobile, desert-living Comcaac (Seris) 
to the west and highland Jocomes to the northeast. At a divide between 
watersheds to the north and south, and a confuence of desert, upland steppe, 
and montane ecosystems, this was a multiethnic, polyglot space. Te north-
ward expansion of the Spanish reorganized these borderlands in open-ended 
ways, as refected in Hall’s networks with both Ópata and non-Ópata fami-
lies. Te southward expansion of various Apache groups added another layer 
of entanglement. When Hall came on the scene, Chokonen, Chihene, and 
Nedni bands (which US Americans glossed as Chiricahua Apaches) had 
already claimed prior Jocome homelands in the Sierra Madres as their own 
and were expanding their territorial claims in the wake of Mexican indepen-
dence and renewed cycles of violence with both Mexican and US settlers.35 

Te highlands near Cucurpe where Hall, Don Chico, and Mr. C pros-
pected for gold and silver—the Sierra Azul, Sierra San Antonio, and ranges 
farther afeld—were within these expanding Apache territories. To the extent 
that Chiricahua raiders seasonally tapped Cucurpe and its sister villages 
for livestock and captives, these riparian communities were in a sense part 
of Apache territory, if only as villages held in a condition that the Mexicans 
would call vassalage. Regardless of where villagers and raiders marked the 
border between their worlds, this was a realm in which Apaches held power 
over others by staying in motion and obliging others to follow suit. Like the 
Samal and Iranun of the China Seas, Apaches absorbed goods and captives 



 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

305 Amphibious Tales 

with great skill—focusing, like their marine counterparts, on women and chil-
dren, captives who were more useful and could be more easily incorporated. 
Tey built regional reputations for their conversion of mestizos, Ópatas, and 
others into an Apache way of life (much as Sulu Sea regimes were famous for 
their renegado feets). For Hall, it was as if grasslands had become seas of a 
diferent sort, with horses replacing Malay proas and grass replacing saltwa-
ter—embodying for imperial agents all that sedentary “civilization” was not.36 

As with the Malay villages and Iranun feets of the China Seas, these 
spaces and relationships looked diferent from diferent sides. What empires 
saw as realms of fugitivity, illegibility, and spaces beyond the pale—in the 
Sulu Sea, coral reefs, mangrove thickets, coastal swamps—were, for the other 
side, regions of refuge, passages to home, inlands. Spaniards saw the Sierra 
Madres east of Cucurpe as “craggy mountain strongholds” for “apostate” mis-
sion Indians and “savage Apaches.” Well into the nineteenth century, Mexi-
cans characterized these spaces as impregnable barriers to non-Indigenous 
settlers. Apaches saw it diferently. With “trees, grass, game, one’s friends and 
relatives, safety, and a happy life,” the Sierra Madres was as close as it came 
to the “Happy Place,” or Apache heaven, recalled Asa Daklugie, born into 
the Nedni band of northern Mexico in the 1860s. He recalled traveling south 
along the sierras with his father, Juh (a Nedni chief), to a cave “sacred to 
Ussen,” the Apache god. Here was not only a strategic stronghold but a center 
of ceremonial space, a spiritual crossroads. And when the US-Mexico border 
was fxed in 1854, setting legal limits to how far US and Mexican armies could 
pursue them in times of war, political boundaries seemed to reinforce divides 
between those peoples in motion and those who sought to remove them or 
fx them in place.37 

And yet distinctions between Apache and non-Apache spaces were never 
so clear-cut. In the uplands of Sonora, as in the archipelagos and seaways of 
Island Southeast Asia, denizens of sedentary and settler regimes rarely stood 
still. Ópatas and mestizos moved seasonally into Apache lands when Apaches 
followed the seasons to more distant mountain ranges on the US side, 
to hunt feral livestock that had wandered into Apachería and plunder old 
mines abandoned by prior Spanish or Mexican owners in the face of Apache 
expansion. Te seasonal anchors of this kinetic world surely resonated for 
Hall, who had come of age in a world shaped by “pirate winds,” as Dutch and 
English sailors called the China Seas monsoons that signaled seasons of mar-
itime raiding. Mestizo and Indigenous captives also drifed in open-ended 
ways across landscapes of cultural interiority—including a former captive 



  

 

  

 

  

  

 

306 Movement 

from the nearby village of Sinoquipe who was adopted into an Apache family, 
escaped, then returned to Apache lands as a guide for Cucurpe prospectors. 
Tese were some of the moving parts that turned Cucurpeños into consum-
mate shape shifers—an aptitude that Hall took to heart as he tried to master 
on land what his Sulu Sea counterpart, William Wyndham, mastered at sea.38 

* * * 

Hall’s amphibious, shape-shifing journey—his transformation from British 
sailor to Mexican villager—had consequences. He rode south from Califor-
nia on the back of a mule, hoping to strike it rich and sail on. But he never 
did. Years later, his children buried him in desert soil, a poor stranger in a 
foreign land. “I shall never forget his surprise,” Hall had written of his chance 
encounter with Keppel in 1851, on the coast of Sonora. Hall stood before him, 
dressed in local leather head-to-toe, like a character in one of James Fenimore 
Cooper’s terrestrial novels.39 Like Wyndham, Hall had taken “the appearance 
and manner of a native.” Te resonances between Sonora, Sarawak, and the 
Sulu Sea, though worlds apart, were, no doubt, apparent to both men. Tey 
gave Hall’s path powerful coordinates: the familiar drif of unfxed identities, 
the power of local protocols over distant dictates, the challenge of drawing 
distinctions, between here and there, inside and out, us and them. 

And yet by the end of Hall’s life, these things were far more fxed in 
place—and as states began to deploy new space-fxing technologies (railroads, 
steamships), so too did they have more say in the mapping of local geogra-
phies and identities. In Cucurpe, this shif was most clearly articulated in the 
conquest of the Chiricahua Apaches in the 1880s—a conquest that coincided 
with the suppression of Samal and Iranun raiding-and-slaving regimes on 
the far side of the Pacifc. Whether through British merchant feets, Spanish 
naval campaigns, or US and Mexican armies, empires and nations built their 
power by the century’s end through brutal acts of incorporation and sort-
ing. Tey banked on keeping others in motion, to be sure. But modern grids 
choked and reorganized these crossings. Te shifs of the 1880s would tip the 
global balance of power toward larger-scale, state-centered networks based 
on new technologies and practices of territorialization and containment.40 

In Hall’s Mexican borderlands, these shifs were bound up with the 
railroad, that space-fxing technology that had frst set him in motion as a 
youth in England—and which, by his own story’s end, had caught up with 
him on the far side of the world. In 1879, when Quartermaster Myers took 
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Hall’s manuscript north to Chicago, the Chicago-based Atchison, Topeka, 
and Santa Fe (AT&SF) had started to build south from Albuquerque toward 
Mexico. In company with Mexico-based entrepreneurs who had negotiated 
new railway concessions from the Mexican government, AT&SF elites orga-
nized new Mexican railroads to connect to their US-based network at the 
border. Te frst of these, the Sonoran Railway, was completed between the 
port of Guaymas and the Arizona border in 1882. Te second, the Mexican 
Central Railway, was completed between El Paso and Mexico City two years 
later. Both would efectively extend the reach of US-centered infrastructures 
across the continent to the Pacifc coast of Mexico and the terrestrial heart of 
Mexico, respectively.41 

Myers had already been enmeshed in AT&SF circles. Trough the US 
Army, he used their new rail system to begin supplying the nation’s renewed 
war against Chihene and Chokonen bands of the Chiricahua Apaches. Under 
such leaders as Victorio and Geronimo, they had begun to evade government-
enforced containment on Arizona’s San Carlos Apache Reservation—feeing 
into their former regions of refuge in the Sierra Madres of Sonora and Chi-
huahua. Myer’s relationship with the AT&SF help me to make sense of the 
peculiarities of Hall’s memoirs—why they were printed when they were; why 
it appeared that such care and expense was put into the printing (as evidenced 
by such things as their elaborately marbled fore-edges), but with a surpris-
ingly small run (one that could hardly pretend to pay back expenses); and 
why it took so long for them to appear on the rare book market. Four of the 
surviving six copies, it turns out, were signed by AT&SF railroad magnates. 
One copy, at the Beinecke Library, contains Hall’s map, traced in 1879 or 1880 
by George Henckel—a civil engineer on Myers’s Chicago staf. Henckel added 
a dotted line depicting the path of the Sonora Railway as it was projected 
in 1879. Te line ran diagonally from eastern Arizona through the Mexican 
highlands that Hall called home, and which he described so carefully. A new 
cohort of adventurers had their eyes set on Mexico, and Hall’s memoirs and 
map pointed the way.42 

Chicago seemed to be at the center of it all, but most of the men inter-
ested in Hall’s tale—and, indeed, those who invested in AT&SF development 
west and south across the continent—hailed from Boston, where the Hall 
family business had foundered so many years earlier. And these men, like 
Hall, approached the continent by way of Pacifc worlds. Tomas Jeferson 
Coolidge, who was president of the AT&SF (and who owned a copy of Hall’s 
memoirs that would later wind up in Harvard’s Houghton Library), hailed 
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Figure 12.1. George Henckel’s adaptation of John Denton Hall’s map with the 
projected path of the Sonora Railway. John Denton Hall, Sonora: Travels and 
Adventures in Sonora, Beinecke Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. 

from a prominent opium trading family in Boston. Elijah Smith, the railroad 
magnate who owned the copies at the Huntington Library and the University 
of Western Ontario, was the son of a New Bedford whaling merchant and 
ship builder. Te AT&SF owned much to the capital that the progenitors of its 
Boston-based directors accumulated in the China and Pacifc trades. Perhaps 
these men saw something of their own family stories in Hall’s tale. George 
Taber, from Smith’s New Bedford cohort, saw the resonances this way when 
pitching Hall’s mines to friends. Hall came to Mexico as a “sea-captain,” he 
said, and then became “‘capitan’ of the district where he now resides.” It was 
a path that the US sons of Pacifc maritime entrepreneurs, turning maritime 
capital to new continental ends, might emulate in their own crossings south.43 

At some point in the 1880s, afer Myers printed Travels and Adventures in 
Sonora in Chicago, the original manuscript appears to have drifed west to 
San Francisco. Toward the end of the decade, the well-known California bib-
liophile Hubert Howe Bancrof referred to it twice in his multivolume works 
on Pacifc North America. Tese are feeting citations, but enough to tell us 
that the manuscript was organized diferently than the printed version. How 
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Bancrof got his hands on the manuscript or where it went next, I do not yet 
(and may never) know. I assume, due to the attention that Myers gave to the 
account (he went so far as to take out a copyright in his own name), that he 
kept it. I cannot fnd any evidence that Hall himself ever went to Chicago— 
and I have no idea whether he even got a copy of the printed book. According 
to family lore, all of his belongings were burned in a fre years ago. In 1881, 
Myers was reassigned to the Department of Dakota. Not long afer that, he 
fell ill—and by 1883, he had retired from active service. He died in 1887 in 
New York City.44 

If he still had Hall’s manuscript at that time, it probably went to his daugh-
ter, Sallie, who had married in San Francisco in 1878 and stayed there afer 
her father relocated to Chicago. Her husband, Charlie Page, was a California 
lawyer with a specialty in admiralty law, but he was also a well-known book 
collector, a member of a cohort in San Francisco that included Bancrof. To 
get Hall’s manuscript from Myers to Bancrof, one could hardly envision a 
better go-between than Sallie Myers Page. Charlie Page may have even heard 
of Hall’s adventures before Myers did. He had co-founded the Yale Club of 
California, and one of the active members of that association was the mining 
engineer Louis Janin Jr. Tere is nothing in the Page family papers today to 
suggest any relationship with Hall or his tale. Te San Francisco law ofce of 
Charlie Page burned in the fre that attended the great earthquake of 1906, an 
echo of the fre in that same city ffy-six years earlier that pushed Hall on the 
road with a villager named Don Chico. It may be that my trail ends there.45 

If Hall’s manuscript did wind up with Page, if even for a short time, he 
may have also found a great deal of resonance in its storyline. For Page knew 
something about washing up in a foreign land. As a young boy, he had sailed 
north to California from his childhood home in Valparaiso, Chile, with 
his parents: a New Jersey-born adventurer, Tomas Stokes Page, and Anna 
María Liljevalch, the latter born and raised in a household of US and Swedish 
immigrants to Valparaiso. Like Hall, Tomas Stokes Page had jumped ship to 
become a healer in the Spanish-speaking Pacifc—parlaying his more formal 
US training in medicine to work as a doctor in Valparaiso. In 1849, he sailed 
north with other Chilean adventurers to try his luck in California. Where 
others went for gold, he went for land, acquiring the 17,234-acre Rancho 
Cotate near Sonoma that same year. He then returned to Valparaiso—oper-
ating his new investment as a cattle ranch from afar into the late 1860s, when 
he and his family bid farewell to Chile for the last time and moved north to 
San Francisco.46 
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I ofen wonder if Tomas Stokes Page and John Denton Hall boarded the 
same vessel in 1849 as they pursued new ventures in a foreign country. Once 
of the standard historical script, it becomes hard to know what to expect. 
When Hall later met Sir Henry Keppel on the beach in Guaymas, Keppel was 
astonished. “What are you doing here, Mr. Hall?” Keppel asked. Hall might 
have asked Keppel the same question. Te English sea captain had come 
north from Valparaiso on an unexpected detour to pick up a load of silver. 
Tere he conducted business with Don Juan Robinson, a New York–born 
sailor who had jumped ship in Guaymas in 1823, married locally, and had a 
run of good luck. Tat luck later turned. Te same battles that plagued Hall in 
the 1860s pushed Don Juan north as a political exile. He and his family settled 
into a new home at 59 South Park, San Francisco, to start over. Two years later, 
a new family moved next door to the Robinsons—a New Jersey–born doctor 
and his Chilean wife, said to be invested in land up north.47 

“What are you doing here, Mr. Page?” I ask. But I let it go. Little about this 
amphibious, border-crossing realm surprises me anymore. 
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