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ABSTRACT
KEEPING A STORE: THE SOCIAL AND COMMERCIAL WORLDS OF JOHN
ASKIN IN THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY GREAT LAKES, 1763-1796
By
Elizabeth Sherburn Demers

John Askin arrived in the Great Lakes in 1763 to work as a merchant in the lucrative
transatlantic fur trade. By 1796, he had amassed significant personal wealth that included
real estate, goods, and slaves. He also achieved social prominence and political influence
both locally and within the larger fur trade milieu of the Great Lakes borderland. This
dissertation reveals not only how Askin achieved such success in his lifetime, but uses
Askin as a case study to examine how merchants used their social and political networks
in the course of everyday business. Intermarriage with Indian women and kinship with
Native groups were crucial strategies for fur trade success; so was slavery, both Indian
and African, which British merchants commonly used to increase labor, capital, and
social wealth. The carrying and supply trade, including agriculture, were also significant
aspects of the trade. John Askin was a frontier type, whose wealth, influence, and power
both created the unique characteristics of the Great Lakes borderland and ultimately

helped bring about its demise at the beginning of the nineteenth century.
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Introduction and Historiography

In 1760, a twenty-one year old colonial from New Jersey stepped into a canoe and
followed the British army down the St. Lawrence River during the campaign to conquer
Canada. He took with him three boatloads of merchandise he hoped to trade for furs at
western posts recently vacated by French soldiers and officials. Misfortune dogged his
steps—his boats capsized between Quebec and Montreal, and he saved his life, “only by
gaining the bottom of one of my boats, which lay among the rocky shelves, and on which

I continued for some hours, and until I was kindly taken off, by one of the general’s

aides-de-ca.mp.”I His goods lost and unable to procure new at Montreal, he detoured to
Albany to resupply. A long voyage down the Ottawa River and through Lake Huron
followed until, finally, he reached Fort Michilimackinac at four o’clock in the afternoon.
As he disembarked in the lengthening shadows, waves broke against the fort’s cedar
pickets at the shoreline, and Alexander Henry, disguised as a Canadian, felt uneasy.

He had good .reason. The Indians and interior French of the region had no quarrel
with the Canadians who visited, but had not made a peace treaty with the English, with
whom they were still at war. Henry had been hearing murmured threats for weeks along
his journey. At the island of La Cloche in Lake Huron, he “bartered away some small
articles among [the local Indians] and we remained upon friendly terms, till, discovering

that I was an Englishman, they told my men, that the Indians, at Michilimackinac, would

not fail to kill me.” Consulting with his Canadian assistant, Campion, Henry “laid aside

! Alexander Henry, Travels and Adventures in Canada and the Indian Territories, between the
Years 1760-1776, ed. James Bain (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1901), 3.

2 Henry, Travels and Adventures in Canada, 34.



my English clothes, and covered myself only with a cloth, passed about the middle; a
shirt, hanging loose; a molton, or blanket coat; and a large, red milled worsted cap. The
next thing was to smear my face and hands with dirt, and grease; and, this done, I took
the place of one of my men, and, when Indians approached, used the paddle, with as
much skill as I possessed.”3

So attired, Henry managed to maintain his disguise until he reached the fort,
although he was nervous since, during a short stop on Mackinac Island, a Chippewa
(Ojibwa) warrior “laughed and pointed me out to another.” He and Campion walked

through the neat and tidy streets inside the pickets, past the church and the “tolerably

commodious” houses, until they found one in which they could take shelter. Henry’s
privacy, however, was short-lived. Some hours later, a contingent of Indians visited
Henry and “with great show of civility” warned him to remove to Detroit, as at
Michilimackinac, his life was in peril. But as Henry later recalled, “Though language,
like this, could not but increase my uneasiness, it did not shake my determination, to
remain with my property, and encounter the evils with which I was threatened: and my
spirits were in some measure sustained by the sentiments of Campion, in this regard; for
he declared his belief, that the Canadian inhabitants of the fort were more hostile than the
Indians, as being jealous of English traders, who, like myself,were penetrating into the
country.”5

Alexander Henry’s gamble ultimately paid off. Though he did face captivity,

threats to his life, and other dangers, he and other British traders established themselves

3 Henry, Travels and Adventures in Canada, 34-35.
4 Henry, Travels and Adventures in Canada, 38.
5 Henry, Travels and Adventures in Canada, 39-40.




in the backcountry as would-be kings of the wilderness. To do so, they first had to
immerse themselves in the mores of the Indians, métis, and Canadians who dictated not
only the terms of the trade, but the very way of life in the Great Lakes, or Upper Country.
Yet, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, these merchants and traders had not only
learned to negotiate the fur trade, they left their indelible mark on its institutions and
customs. Alexander Henry, John Askin, and other traders and merchants, went to
Michilimackinac in the waning days of the Seven Years’ war to take advantage of the
transatlantic market for furs, stepping into the void left by the French defeat.

The Great Lakes fur trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the
creation of French, Indian, and British traders, soldiers, merchants, chiefs, and
administrators. The complex social, cultural, and political world they fashioned was one
without foregone conclusions: white settlement and westward expansion were not
inevitable results of European colonization; rather, for over 150 years, Indians dictated to
whites not only the terms of exchange, but had a profound influence on the fur trade way
of life itself, from villages, to war and diplomacy, and even to family and identity.
Historians have alternately studied the Great Lakes fur trade from European and Native
points of view to understand the loci of power in the trade, and its eventual decline. In
this dissertation, I examine merchant John Askin as a case study to understand how, if the
fur trade in the Great Lakes had been so powerful and influential, did the power of these
merchants seem to diminish so rapidly after the American Revolutionary war? Askin is a
compelling figure—he stands at the nexus of the French and Indian fur trade, the British
takeover of the trade, and the American settlers who sought control over the Great Lakes

region in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Not only does Askin straddle




the different political forces at odds in the Great Lakes, but he also is at the geographic
center of the conflict, with homes and stores in Detroit, Michilimackinac, and Sault Ste.
Marie. Moreover, Askin is also at the center of the different cultural forces at work in the
region—his first Indian wife and mixed race children, his second French wife and
children, and his business and personal relationships with Indians, interior French,
British, and Anglo-Americans, make him an ideal case study for the forces at work both
within and without the trade. Askin is a familiar figure in the literature—the easy
availability of his published papers has ensured his appearance in many books and
articles about the region. Yet he as always been a minor character, cited in other works
but rarely ever studied himself. Historiographically, he has fallen between the cracks of
the métis who controlled the trade and compelled local imperial cooperation, like
Madame La Framboise; imperial agents on the frontier like William Johnson; and
wealthy and powerful Montreal and New York merchants such as James McGill or John
Jacob Astor, whose wealth created nations. Because Askin was a man of immense
regional influence and power in his time, he provides an excellent opportunity to
understand how, and why, men of his ilk were able to manipulate their Native and white
connections to influence the trade; and how, at the end of the eighteenth century, this
influence began to slip away.

This dissertation stands at the nexus of several historiographic strands: history of
the fur trade; regional and colonial history (specifically the history of the eighteenth-
century trans-Appalachian West, encompassing the political and diplomatic histories of

the British and French Empires); the history of slavery in North America, and the history



of borders and borderlands. These strands in turn all deal directly with the history of

Native peoples and their relationships with Euro-American colonization and settlement.

Historiography of the Fur Trade

Fur trade historiography itself encompasses three competing strands—economic,
social, and material culture/public history.

The economic history aspect of the fur trade is the oldest, and up until the 1990s,
the most prevalent. As Laura Peers observes, “for many decades the fur trade was

portrayed . . . as the introduction of European commerce and culture” in Native societies,
which in turn “brought North America into a global market.”® As Peter Cook likewise
observes, the term “ ‘fur trade’ is often used as a kind of shorthand to describe economic
exchanges over much of the continent—although the term tends to obscure the great
variety of goods and services exchanged between First Nations and colonials.”’

This approach is also bound up in a “foundation of national history [that]
emphasized the deeds of European men and downplayed the roles of Native peoples,”

particularly of Canada, but also to a lesser extent of the United States.® Harold Innis and

W. J. Eccles are the fathers of the economic history of the fur trade and its foundations in

6 Laura Peers, “Fur Trade History, Native History, Public History: Communication and
Miscommunication,” in New Faces of the Fur Trade, ed. Jo-Ann Fiske, Susan Sleeper-Smith, and
7William Wicken (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1998), 103.

Peter Cook, “Symbolic and Material Exchange in Intercultural Diplomacy: The French and the
%—lodenosaunee in the Early Eighteenth Century,” in New Faces of the Fur Trade (see note 6) 75.

Peers, “Fur Trade History,” 104. See also Bethel Saler and Carolyn Podruchny, “Glass Curtains and
Storied Landscapes: The Fur Trade, National Boundaries, and Historians,” in Bridging National
Borders, ed. Andrew Graybill and Benjamin Johnson, (Durham: Duke University Press, forthcoming).




Canadian history.9 They were historians “for whom the transhistorical imperatives of
market forces and technological improvement determined the political behaviour of

1% In their hands, and others who wrote histories of the Northwest

Native groups. . .
Company and Hudson’s Bay Company, the Canadian expansion south and west occurred

in an international framework of a staple economy that not only formed modern Canada,

but gave Canadians some of their most cherished cultural symbols—the beaver and the

1
voyageur.

Yet, in the last forty years, fur trade historiography has radically shifted toward
social history, emphasizing the centrality and agency of Native peoples. Nevertheless,
“economic relations and cultural accommodation remain an important theme in fur trade
studies.”'? Held roughly every five years, the North American Conference on the Fur
Trade has been highly influential in this shift, providing a forum for historians not only to
explore the new social history, but to place it in the larger context of fur trade, economic,

national, and Native history generally.I3 “State of the Field” essays ground several

9 See in particular, Harold Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada: An Introduction to Canadian Economic
History, rev. ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1930; Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1956);
W. J. Eccles, The Canadian Frontier, 1543-1760, rev. ed. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 1992); W. J. Eccles, “The Fur Trade and Eighteenth-Century Imperialism,” William and Mary
Quarterly 3d ser. (hereafter WMQ), 40, no. 3 (July 1983), 341-62; see also Michael Bliss, Northern
Enterprise: Five Centuries of Canadian Business (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1990).

10 Cook, “Symbolic and Material Exchange,” 75-76.

1 See, e.g. Marjorie Wilkins Campbell, The North West Company (Toronto: Macmillan, 1957); E.E.
Rich, Hudson's Bay Company, 1660-1870 (New York: MacMillan, 1960); E. E. Rich, The Fur Trade
and the Northwest to 1857 (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1967); Peter C. Newman, Company of
Adventurers (New York: Viking, 1985), among others.

12 “Introduction,” New Faces of the Fur Trade (see note 6), 2.

1 See also Dale Lowell Morgan et al., eds., Aspects of the Fur Trade: Selected Papers of the 1965
North American Fur Trade Conference (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1967); Malvina
Bolus, ed., People and Pelts: Selected Papers of the Second North American Fur Trade
Conference (Winnipeg: Peguis Publishers, 1972); Carol M. Judd and Arthur Ray, eds., Old Trails and
New Directions: Papers of the Third North American Fur Trade Conference (Toronto: University



volulmes, but most particularly the Proceedings of the Third, Fifth, and Sixth meetings.
In 1978, Sylvia Van Kirk heralded this shift with her talk on four influential dissertations,
including her own, that put Indians and, specifically, Indian and métis women, at the
center of fur trade studies. '* In 1994 Dean Anderson characterized this shift as a change
in focus from a Euro-centric to a Native-centric approach to historical inquiry.15 And in
the same volume, Canadian government historian Michael Payne questioned how the new
social history of Native people in the fur trade was interpreted quite literally “on the
ground” at national historic sites. ' Payne observed that the emphasis on fur trade
historiography was shifting away from the economic to the material cultural
interpretative aspects. In other words, the performance space of historical interpretation
brought artifacts and objects into the forefront in a very visual representation of how
traditional economic and nationalist fur trade historiography melded with the new social

history. Five years later, in the sixth volume, New Faces of the Fur Trade, Laura Peers

of Toronto Press, 1980); Thomas C. Buckley, ed., Rendezvous: Selected Papers of the Fourth North
American Fur Trade Conference, 1981 (St. Paul: North American Fur Trade Conference, 1984); Bruce
Trigger et al., eds., “Le Castor Fait Tout: " Selected Papers of the Fifth North American Fur Trade
Conference, 1985 (Montreal: Lake St. Louis Historical Society, 1987); Louise Johnston, Aboriginal
People in the Fur Trade: Proceedings from the Eighth North American Fur Trade Conference,
Akwesasne Mohawk Nation 2000 (Akwesasne Notes Publishing, 2001); Arthur J. Ray, Indians in the
Fur Trade: Their Roles as Trappers, Hunters, and Middlemen in the Lands South of Hudson Bay,
1660-1870, rev. ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998). Note that the trend has shifted so
solidly toward Native centrality of the fur trade that the proceedings were published by the Akwesasne
nation. Volumes six and seven are cited elsewhere in this chapter.

14 See in particular Sylvia Van Kirk, “Fur Trade Social History: Some Recent Trends,” in Old Trails and
New Directions (see note 13), 160-73.

15 Dean Anderson, “The Flow of European Trade Goods into Western Great Lakes Region, 1715-1760,” in
Fur Trade Revisited: Selected Papers of the Sixth North American Fur Trade Conference,
Mackinac Island, Michigan, 1991, ed. Jennifer S. H. Brown, W. J. Eccles, and Donald P. Heldman (East
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1994), 53-54. It is interesting that Anderson, an archaeologist,
wrote an article for this volume that encompasses all three aspects of fur trade historiography, in that
examined the trade goods sent by Montreal merchants to the Great Lakes before 1760.

16 Michael Payne, “Fur Trade Social History and the Public Historian: Some Other Recent Trends,” in Fur
Trade Revisited (see note 15), 481-94.



questioned Michael Payne’s conclusions with an essay that melded both the material
culture strand of fur trade historiography with the social history strand. Peers visited
several interpretive sites such as Michilimackinac, to see just how material culture
practitioners and historical interpreters were integrating the new social history. She found
ultimately that while attempts to include Native perspectives were admirable, that too
often interpretations of Native involvement continue to be somewhat marginalized and
that more cooperation with local Indian groups is essential. Peers concluded that “in their
contemporary operational struggles, these sites remind us that the fur trade is a nexus of

contested histories that continue to affect the identities of and relationships between

Native peoples and members of the dominant socie’(y.”l7

The primary trend in the new social history of the fur trade has been not just that
of Indian agency, but of Indian and métis (or mixed-race) women in particular. These
historians have shown convincingly that women were crucial actors in the fur trade—
through marriage they made possible the kin relationships that were necessary for trading
with Native peoples. Through their skills, they brought invaluable technical expertise to
the daily running of the trade, for example, canoe making and agriculture. Moreover, in
matrifocal societies they often dictated diplomacy, and the release of captives. And as
daughters of Indians and wives of Europeans, they embodied—literally—the
commingling of cultures that came to characterize the Great Lakes villages and the
growing métis communities of the region. These women and their children were

“negotiators of change,” and they acted as interpreters, go-betweens, and both cultural

17 Peers, “Fur Trade History,” 115. While this material culture strand of the fur trade is fascinating in both
its interpretive and analytical aspects, as archaeologists, Parks Canada, and the National Parks Service,
provide invaluable public history and research functions, it is not as central to the arguments of this -
dissertation. 1 do, however, cite archaeological material culture evidence in chapters three and four.




and diplomatic mediators between the white and Native worlds. I will revisit the roles of
women in the fur trade in later chapters of the dissertation, in my discussions of Indian
slavery and in the merchant John Askin’s family life.

The groundbreaking work of Sylvia Van Kirk’s Many Tender Ties and Jennifer
S.H. Brown’s Strangers in the Blood revealed the central roles Indian women played in
the fur trade, and brought ethnohistorical methods of inquiry into mainstream historical
studies. Through kinship and gender studies, primarily, Van Kirk and Brown showed that
fur traders would not have succeeded without access to Native groups and the
establishment of backcountry families. The Native and métis women in these families
were interpreters, and they solidified the family ties that made trade possible, bore
children, and provided invaluable labor, such as mending and making canoes, horseshoes,
and foodstuffs.'® Unlike the economic approach taken by previous historians, Van Kirk
and Brown examined the way fur traders and their families actually lived, and how these
social structures affected the trade itself. These books also paved the way for later works
by Susan Sleeper-Smith, Carolyn Podruchny, Lucy Eldersveld Murphy, Tanis Thorne,
and others, who have investigated not only questions of gender and Native agency not

just in the fur trade, but in other colonial encounters in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and

) . 19
nineteenth centuries as well.

18 Sylvia Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur Trade Society, 1670-1870 (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1980); Jennifer S. H. Brown, Strangers in Blood: Fur Trade Company
Families in Indian Country (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980).

19 See Susan Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men: Rethinking Cultural Encounter in the
Great Lakes (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001); Carolyn Podruchny, Making the
Voyageur World: Travelers and Traders in the North American Fur Trade (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 2006)—Podruchny is one of the few authors to deal with masculinity and gender in the fur
trade; Lucy Eldersveld Murphy, 4 Gathering of Rivers: Indians, Métis, and Mining in the Western
Great Lakes, 1737-1832 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000); Tanis C. Thorne, The Many
Hands of My Relations: French and Indians on the Lower Missouri (Columbia: University of



By privileging Indian agency, social historians of the fur trade have shown that
Indians were not passive recipients of European goods, desires, or attitudes. They
dictated not only the terms of trade, but the social, cultural, and political milieus in which
trade occurred. The literature on race (or perhaps more accurately, culture) and gender in

the fur trade thus reflects another ethnohistorical trend in the early history of the trans-

Appalachian west and in early North American history in general.20

Political and Diplomatic History of the Great Lakes
In the historiography of empire in the Great Lakes region, the diplomatic and

political strand seeks to understand how British, French, and Native peoples struggled

Missouri Press, 1996); Jacqueline Peterson and Jennifer S. H. Brown, The New Peoples: Being and
Becoming Meétis in North America (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1985) among many others.
One of the core components of this historiography is the idea of race-mixing or “becoming métis” in
Peterson’s words.

“Until the late 1940s, most Native American research was produced in Anthropology Departments . . . .
Then, anthropologists and historians were brought together to provide expert testimony for cases before the
Indian Claims Commission. The commission was created by an act of Congress in August 1946 to
adjudicate land claims by Native American tribes. The resolution of these cases required preparation of in-
depth reports concerning American Indian land use and tenure. Claims to title of the lands in question were
evaluated based on the testimony of tribal members and on the research of anthropologists, archeologists,
and historians. The complex litigation, involving more than 800 cases representing hundreds of millions of
dollars, required the services of anthropologists to determine whether specific tribes occupied the lands in
question. Because evidence of the contemporary practices and locations of the tribes was inadmissible,
anthropologists turned to sources used by historians—the documentary record of Euro-Americans. . . . This
process, viewing historical sources from the cultural context of the subject, became known as ethnohistory.

“In 1952, after several meetings, these historically minded anthropologists organized the
American Indian Ethnohistoric Conference, later named the American Society for Ethnohistory, and
launched a new journal titled Ethnohistory. Combining the fieldwork techniques of anthropology with the
documentary research techniques of historians, ethnohistory was conceived as a method to [see Native
peoples on their own terms). Searching beyond Euro-American documentary texts, ethnohistorians
collected and studied oral history, artifacts, maps, and other non-traditional sources to develop a new
Indian-centered narrative. During the next twenty years the discipline of ethnohistory dramatically
increased the quantity and quality of scholarship on Native American history. Ethnohistorians recognized
that Indian history did not begin at the moment of white contact, and they began to build a pre-contact
historical narrative. Instead of Indians being portrayed as helpless pawns of colonial policies, these scholars
researched and documented successful strategies Native Americans used to manipulate and adapt to
Colonial controls. Ethnohistory developed a narrative of cultural change—placing Indians at the center of
the narrative and making them active agents rather than unwitting pawns of Euro-American imperialists,”
cited with permission of the author, Shannon Smith Calitri, “These Were the Sioux Women: Mari Sandoz’
Respectful Portrayal of Gender Roles,” paper given at the Mari Sandoz Heritage Society Annual
Conference, 23 March 2001; email communication from author, 30 June 2009.

10



with imperial ambitions, issues of settlement and conflict, warfare, trade, and ultimately
displacement and westward expansion.

If the fur trade is the basis for a historiography of nationalism for Canada, this
history is the basis for the historiography of nationalism for the creation of the United
States, particularly in the hands of Francis Parkman, whose work suggested the
superiority of Anglo-American Protestantism and American exceptionalism, thus clearing
away space (quite literally in terms of the French and Indian War) for the inevitability of

U.S. supremacy. Indians were part of the picture, but less as people with agency and

. . .. 21
more as pawns of imperial ambition.

More recent work, echoing that of the ethnohistorians and fur trade historians,
places Indians in the center of the story to create a historiography less focused on national
outcomes. Material on the Ohio Valley, the Great Lakes, Illinois, and the Mississippi and
Missouri regions reveal that Native peoples had much more control over the outcomes of
European imperial ambitions than previously thought. Gregory Evans Dowd’s War
Under Heaven, for example, reexamines Pontiac’s War as a wide-ranging geopolitical
effort (from the northeast to upper south to midwest) to force the British empire to deal
with Indians on their own terms in the post-1763 landscape. Michael McConnell’s 4

Country Between likewise posits the Ohio Valley as a place where “Ohio Indians

21 See Francis Parkman, France and England in North America vols. 1 and 2 (New York: Library of
America, 1983); Parkman, The Oregon Trail/ The Conspiracy of Pontiac (New York: Library of
America, 1991). The Library of America editions are testament to Parkman’s towering place in the
historiography of early America and to the reading of his works as literature. The University of Nebraska
Press has released several critical editions of Parkman’s work under their Bison Books imprint, with
contextualizing essays. Several biographies of Parkman exist; see most recently, Wilbur R. Jacobs,
Francis Parkman: Historian as Hero—The Formative Years (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1991).

11



confronted the challenges of living between competing colonies and empires,” and where

. . . .2
American expansion was not necessarily a foregone conclusion.

Colin Calloway’s One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West before
Lewis and Clark, is a magisterial effort at reading American (in particular western)
history as the history of Native Americans.” Calloway melds place and process, and
moves south to north and west to east, rather than east to west, arguing that “Lewis and
Clark did not bring the West into U. S. history, they brought the United States into the
West.”* By seeing Europeans on the periphery of Native life, Calloway, like Dowd and -
McConnell, undercuts the idea of western progress or the inevitability of the American
nation-state. As Calloway asserts, “Only by considering America as Indian country can
we get a sufficiently long span of history to recognize that civilizations here have risen
and fallen as have elsewhere in the world. . . . Europeans arrived late—truly in the early
modern era—in the history of the Native American West.”>

In 1991, Richard White’s groundbreaking study, The Middle Ground: Indians,
Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815, moved Indians to the

center of the picture and made Native politics, culture, and diplomacy a force to be

22 Michael McConnell, 4 Country Between: The Upper Ohio Valley and Its Peoples, 1724-1774
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 3. Gregory Evans Dowd, War Under Heaven: Pontiac,
the Indian Nations, & the British Empire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). I deal
with the historiography of Pontiac’s War in greater detail in Chapter Two. See also recent literature on the
Fox Wars, including Brett Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars, and the Limits of Alliance,” WMQ, 63, no. 1
(January 2006), 53-80; R. David Edmunds and Joseph L. Peyser, The Fox Wars: The Mesquakie
Challenge to New France (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993). See also works by Colin
Calloway, R. David Edmunds, and John Sugden on Native peoples in the Ohio Valley and trans-
Appalachian West.

Colin Calloway, One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West before Lewis and Clark
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003). See also Daniel K. Richter, Facing East from Indian
Country: A Native History of North America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001).

i Calloway, One Vast Winter Count, 2.
2
5 Calloway, One Vast Winter Count, 20.
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reckoned with for the French and British agents of empire. White argued that the middle
ground itself was a process of mutual misunderstandings by which Europeans and Indians
thus created new meanings and ways of understanding. Because neither side was able to
use force to compel the other—because neither side was strong enough to enforce its will
on the other—this mutual accommodation and attempts at understanding (creative
misreading, White calls it later) created the “middle ground” process that also described
the “quite particular historical space” of the Upper Country, or western Great Lakes. 26
The Middle Ground continues to tower over the historiography of the Great Lakes
region. It is a masterwork of diplomatic and political imperial history. Yet, in the years
since its publication, it has (like all great works of historiography), acquired both critics
and detractors who have examined more closely the assumptions White made about, for
example, refugees, and the power of mediation to solve diplomatic problems. A special
2006 issue of the William and Mary Quarterly invited scholars to write about the Middle
Ground'’s scholarly influence. Philip J. Deloria discussed the “portability” of the concept
of the middle ground to describe all Indian and white relationships, and concluded that it
really only works for the specific region that White discusses. Ultimately, for Deloria,

“the Middle Ground puts Indian people at the center of a story in such a powerful way

precisely because it takes new cultural production as a central focus.”?’

One of White’s central arguments is that the seventeenth-century Iroquois wars
created a refugee “shatter zone” for Algonquin-speaking peoples, and that one of the

ways they could consolidate and regain power was to reform as refugee communities and

26 Richard White, “Creative Misunderstandings and New Understandings,” WMQ, 63, no. 1 (January
2006), 9; White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region,
1650-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

27 Philip J. Deloria, “What is the Middle Ground Anyway?” WMQ 63, no. 1 (January 2006), 22.
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villages that in turn could negotiate and create alliances with the French against their

enemies.”® Heidi Bohaker’s rebuttal suggests that kinship rather than refugee status was
the glue that held people together during the turbulent seventeeth century. Because of the
importance of marriage, which “created geographically diverse, widespread kinship
networks through lateral alliances made principally by daughters and sisters,” people
displaced by violence and warfare were not disparate strangers. She writes, “Anishnaabe
peoples did not find, as White suggests, a world of ‘danger, strangeness, and horror.’
They knew, from well-established patterns, where to move and with whom to stay. How,
then, could people be refugees when they were surrounded by family‘?”29

Moreover, “Brett Rushforth also questions White’s idea of a negotiated Middle
Ground,” through his discussions of the way Algonquian peoples deliberately used Indian
slavery to foment conflict between the French and the Foxes.>® For Rushforth, conflict
rather than mediation characterizes the middle ground, as Indians wielded the particular
tools of power at their disposal—in this case Indian slaves—to compel the French toward
a course of action. In these specific critiques, Indians take on more power and more of a

central role, than even White, in his thesis of the equivalencies of power, afforded them.

Historiography of Indian Slavery

28 White, The Middle Ground, 1-49.

2 Heidi Bohaker, “Nindoodemag: " The Significance of Algonquian Kinship Networks in the Eastern
Great Lakes Region, 1600-1701,” WMQ, 63, no. 1, (January 2006), 47,43; see also Jon William Parmenter,
;At the Woods’ Edge: Iroquois Foreign Relations, 1727-1768,” PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1999.

0 Susan Sleeper-Smith, “The Middle Ground Revisited: Introduction,” WMQ 63, no. | (January 2006), 7.

See also Brett Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars, and the Limits of Alliance,” WMQ 63, no. 1 (January
2006), 53-80.
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A core of this dissertation is the role of slavery (Indian and to a somewhat lesser

extent African) in the larger business, labor, and social networks of Askin and other
Michilimackinac and Detroit merchants. I explore the relevance and historiography of
Indian slavery in Chapter Two when I introduce Askin’s slave and country wife, Manette,
who had been a captive of the Odawas, and whom he had purchased from a French métis
trader, and again in Chapters Three, Four, and Five to show how slavery fit into the daily
life of the fur trade and into the landscapes of the Upper Country merchants.

Bancroft award winning histories of Indian slavery by James Brooks and Alan
Gallay view Indian slavery as a Native practice that, in the hands of Europeans, upset the
geopolitics of the Southwest and Southeast respectively.3l Slavery, long an element of
indigenous warfare, became more brutal and all-encompassing when fueled by European
demands for slaves, and their value as commodities of exchange and tokens of
diplomacy. Likewise, Brett Rushforth shows that Indian slavery in New France was an
essential part of diplomacy and negotiation between Native peoples and the French in the
Upper Country.32 Slaves could be exchanged, for example, in peace deals that either
returned captives to their homes, clans, and families, or resulted in the adoption of
captives to “cover the dead”—to replace family members who had been killed in warfare

or by other acts of aggression.

3 See James F. Brooks, Captives and Cousins: Slavery, Kinship, and Community in the Southwest
Borderlands (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Alan Gallay, The Indian Slave
Trade: The Rise of the English Empire in the American South, 1670-1715 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 2002); see also Alan Gallay, ed., Indian Slavery in Colonial America (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, forthcoming).

Brett H. Rushforth, “Savage Bonds: Indian Slavery and Alliance in New France,” PhD diss, University
of California Davis, 2003.

15



Just as in fur trade historiography, this new historiography of Indian slavery
brought Native peoples into the forefront as actors and agents, rather than as the passive
victims described in older literature. Moreover, this historiography has brought renewed
focus on Indian slavery as slavery itself, and not merely as captivity. Yet, the focus on the
agency of Indian women in the fur trade has obscured, to some extent, the enslavement of
Native women by Europeans. Recent works by Juliana Barr for the Southwest, and Carl
Ekberg for the Illinois country has complicated our understanding of Native women,
agency, and slavery by recognizing that Indian women sold as slaves were not necessarily

viewed as relatives or as intermediaries between cultures, but as commodities with an

inherent value as laborers, symbols of cultural capital, and as property.33

Western History, and the “New Frontier” of Border Studies

By putting Indians at the center of the political and diplomatic histories of
European expansion in eighteenth-century America, White and others put Native history
at the center of American history generally, and of Western history in particular.

Colin Calloway, Juliana Barr, James Brooks, Alan Gallay, and others who write
about Indians and Indian slavery in the context of borderlands have added an additional
dimension to an understanding of Native history that exists outside the constraints of
national foundation stories. Bethel Saler and Carolyn Podruchny have recently examined

the historiography of the fur trade against the field of border studies to conclude that the

33 Julianna Barr, “Commodifying Indian Women in the Borderlands,” in The Best American History
Essays 2007, ed. Jacqueline Jones for the Organization of American Historians (New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2007), 13-46; Juliana Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards
in the Texas Borderlands (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Carl J. Ekberg,
Stealing Indian Women: Native Slavery in the Illinois Country (Urbana and Chicago: The University
of Illinois Press, 2007); William A. Starna and Ralph Watkins, “Northern Iroquoian Slavery,”
Ethnohistory 38 no. 1 (Winter 1991), 34-57.
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fur trade has been as wrapped up in national storytelling as much as any other branch of
history. They write, “Because of its central narrative of cultural encounter, the fur trade
brought together a diversity of people who imagined the geographic worlds they
inhabited in distinct ways. These insights are important to the study of borderlands

because they expose the fractured and contingent meanings of national borders—they did

not exist in all circumstances for all people.”34

The borderlands model is most commonly used to examine identity and power
relations at the fringes of modern nation states. A borderland is thus more than the
geographic proximity of disparate peoples, it is also “an image for the study of

. 35
connections between cultures.”

In its depiction of the interactions and resulting identity
or power concerns of local residents, the borderlands model can be a useful tool for the
study of those frontiers in a pre-nation state context. Moreover, the roughly 150-year
struggle for political and economic control of the Great Lakes reflects the competing
interests of empires and Indians, whose political and social identities were grounded in
language, religion, and ethnic difference.

However, the borderlands model presupposes two conflicting tensions. The first is
the permeability of the border and the resulting blurring of ethnic and social boundaries.
In this manifestation, people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds intermarry

and create economic interdependence, perhaps creating a new social or ethnic identity in

the process, such as the métis of nineteenth-century Manitoba, or the interior French and

34 Saler and Podruchny, “Glass Curtains and Storied Landscapes.”

35 . . . . . .
Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, “Nation, State and Identity at International Borders,” in

Border Identities: Nation and State at International Frontiers, ed. Wilson and Donnan (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 2.
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Indian towns and villages of the eighteenth-century Great Lakes.>® The second is
increased differentiation based on power and belonging. The identification of someone as
other “implies a recognition of limitations on shared understandings, differences in

criteria for judgment of value and performance, and a restriction of interaction to sectors

37

of assumed common understanding and mutual interest.”” " In short, one can argue that

the middle ground of cultural accommodation and interpretation is a frontier (or

borderlands) coping mechanism employed by people of different cultures.®

A border is a geographic or arbitrary political line between two states, while a
borderland is the area surrounding that line on both sides.”® Today, the border in most
North American borderlands discourse is that between the United States and Mexico,
through Texas, California, and the Southwest. Critics and theorists like Gloria Anzaldua,
Scott Michaelsen, David Johnson, and Oscar Martinez have found a rich potential for

creative energy, “politically exciting hybridity, intellectual creativity, and moral

36 Jacqueline Peterson, “Prelude to Red River: A Social Portrait of the Great Lakes Metis,” Ethnohistory
25, no. 1 (Winter 1978), 41-67.

37 Frederick Barth, ed., Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture
Difference (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1969), 15.

The term “borderland” rose to prominence in Herbert E Bolton’s The Spanish Borderlands: A
Chronicle of Old Florida and the Southwest. Bolton chronicled colonial Spanish influence in regions
that later became part of the United States, arguing that Spain’s legacy to U.S. development was as
important as Britain’s. For Bolton, borderland is less a theoretical construct than a descriptive geography
encompassing Florida, Louisiana, and the Southwest, areas that had been considered frontiers by adherents
of Frederick Jackson Turner and other anglophile historians who viewed American history as an Anglo-
American march from east to west. By showing that European settlement also moved west to east or south
to north, Bolton challenged this notion. Because of his emphasis on Spanish prominence, however, Bolton
failed to notice the influence of Indians in creating the distinctive cultures of the Spanish borderland
regions, like many of his generation. Herbert E. Bolton, The Spanish Borderlands Chronicles of America

t. 23 (n.p.: Kessinger Publishing, 2003).

Paul Demers, “The Formation and Maintenance of the Canada-United States Border in the St. Mary’s
River and Lake Huron Borderlands, 1780-1860,” PhD diss., Michigan State University, 2001, 5-8.
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possibility” among the marginalized peoples at state peripheries.40 By taking the
borderland concept developed for the Mexican/U.S. border, one can examine a variety of

borderland or frontier situations, since “the use of ‘borderland’ as an image for the study

of connections between cultures” has become widespread.“

Anthropologists Hastings Donnan and Thomas Wilson posit that “borderlands are
sites and symbols of power.” For them, the study of borders (by which they mean
specifically the political borders between nation-states) offers an unparalleled opportunity
“to identify and analyse the networks of politics, economics and society, which the
individuals and groups in border regions to others, both inside and outside their own
countries.”* In other words, “by examining the ways in which individuals and groups
interact with each other and among themselves in situations where identity is seemingly
proscribed, as along political borders, we can better understand how societies work, both

internally and in terms of external relationships. The study of borders is thus the study of

. 43
power relations.”

40 Scott Michaelsen and David Johnson, Border Theory: The Limits of Cultural Politics (Minneapolis:
The University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 3. See also See Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands / La Frontera:
The New Mestiza, 2d ed. (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1999); Ruth Behar, Translated Woman:
Crossing the Border with Esperanza’s Story (Boston: Beacon, 1993); Héctor Calder6n and José David
Saldivar, eds., Criticism in the Borderlands: Studies in Chicano Literature, Culture, and Ideology
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1991); D. Emily Hicks, Border Writing: The Multidimensional
Text (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991); Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The
Remaking of Social Analysis 2d ed. (Boston: Beacon, 1993); Recently, Canadian borderlands have also
received critical attention. See, for example, Beth LaDow, The Medicine Line: Life and Death on a
North American Borderland (New York: Routledge, 2002).

41 . . .. . .
Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, eds., Border Identities: Nation and State at International
Frontiers (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 3.

2 Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson, Borders: Frontiers of Identity, Nation, and State (New
York: Berg, 1999), 12.

43 Wilson and Donnan, Borders, 17.
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Identity and power are thus inextricably bound up in border relations. Because
people at the peripheries, or borders, are often assumed to have less power than their
counterparts at the “center,” symbols of power become very important in border or
intercultural discourse. As Calloway observes, “French outposts in Indian country were
generally only symbols of empire.”"'4 At the same time, these forts or symbols became
means by which Europeans attempted to assert power symbolically in physical or
geographic space. Moreover, as Donnan and Wilson note, border cultures tend to
emphasize “transient people and displaced communities” along with people who may
hold power in their societies even though they live at the margins.45 By positing
Europeans as people who lived on the perimeter of Indian cultures, Colin Calloway also
taps into this idea—Europeans in Native America are far from their own centers of
power, and must learn to accommodate or work within Indian social and political
cultures. He writes, “Indians are not ‘people in between’; Eu;opeans were people on the
edge.”46

Border people are thus assumed—in many cases—to have less power than those
who live at the center, both figuratively and literally. In addition to the transient and
displaced, Wilson and Donnan posit three types of border people: 1) people who mix
freely across borders as well as within their own cultures (such as John Askin), 2) people

whose cross-border ethnic ties make them culturally different or unique (such as John

Askin Jr.), and 3) people without ethnic relationships across the border.*’ Thus the

4 Calloway, One Vast Winter Count, 245.
45 Wilson and Donnan, Borders, 17.
46 Calloway, One Vast Winter Count, 313.
4 Wilson and Donnan, Borders, 14.
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cultures in which border people live are marked by preoccupations with individual and
group identity as they relate to the seats or centers of power. As theorist and historian
Oscar Martinez observes, “borderlanders live in a unique human environment shaped by
physical distance from central areas, and constant exposure to transnational processes.”48
Moreover, people living at the outskirts, not only of state control but of cultural “norms”
as well may seem inherently more “dangerous.”49

Ethnicity is intimately connected with the idea of borders, within the ideology of
modern nation-states. However, ethnic identity and political borders have never meshed
perfectly, resulting in such tragedies as warfare, ethnic cleansing, and the creation of
larger blocks of displaced persons, or refugees.50 Yet, boundaries between social and
ethnic groups clearly exist, complicating efforts to theorize borders, borderlands, and
border identities. Certainly, the Great Lakes and Ohio Valley with its “Sixty Years’ War”
from 1754-1814—a time of constant conflict between multiple Indian groups and
empires—resembles this description.SI To paraphrase Fredrik Barth, social boundaries

may or may not “have territorial counterparts.”52

Fundamentally, issues of ethnicity,
identity, power, and community all combine to make the “borderlands” a volatile space

of cultural production, disintegration, and interaction.

e Oscar J. Martinez, Border People: Life and Society in the U.S. — Mexico Borderlands (Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 1994), xvii-xviii.

In response to this, states often position symbols of power at borders. Forts, checkpoints, guards,
prisons, and other symbols/ manifestations of state control stand in stark and forbidding contrast with the
supposed permeability of border cultures. Colin Calloway reflects this idea when he notes that “French
outposts in Indian country were generally only symbols of empire, puny trading posts that operated on
Indian sufferance,” One Vast Winter Count, 245.

See Donnan and Wilson, Border Identities, 10.

3 See David Curtis Skaggs and Larry L. Nelson, eds., The Sixty Years’ War for the Great Lakes,1754-
1814 (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2001), xviii-xix.

2 Barth, ed., Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, 15.
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Can a borderland exist where there is no modern political border? The central
tenets of border theory are thus:
1. marginalized populations who live far from centers from centers of state power
2. varying degrees of permeability, which encompass the blurring of (or moving
freely between) ethnic and social identities
3. apreoccupation with identity, both personal and social or cultural
4. a preoccupation with power and the symbols of power
Moreover, borderlands have been defined as sites of creativity and hybridity and
geographic places where disparate cultures meet and interact—in other words, a possible

“middle ground” if one takes Richard White’s formulation as strictly process rather than
place.53 Historians Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron have further contextualized the
idea of borderlands, specifically between imperial and Native American interests. They
posit that the “conflict over borderlands shaped the peculiar and contingent character of
frontier relations,” and assert that the “shift from inter-imperial struggle to international
coexistence turned borderlands into bordered lands.”*
In many ways, then, borderlands are similar to frontiers, which can also be

defined, according to historian David J. Weber, as “zones of interaction between two

different cultures—as places where the cultures of the invader and of the invaded contend

with one another and with their physical environment to produce a dynamic that is unique

53 In addition, border theory has come to encompass the metaphorical borders of race, ethnicity, ability,
etc. —those that are more properly identified as social boundaries. See Michaelsen, Border Theory, 1-2.
For Herbert E. Bolton, this occurred in a colonial context, while for Anzaldia and other contemporary
theorists, the term borderland has specific geopolitical and social meaning rooted in Chicana/o and mestizo
identity.

Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, “From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation-States, and the

Peoples in Between in North American History,” in The American Historical Review 104, no. 3 (June
1999), 816-17.
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to time and place.”55 For Weber, frontiers are sites of “contention for power and
resources” rather than peaceful coexistence, as his reference to invaders and invaded
suggest. He argues that two levels of contention exist in frontier zones—those that are
internal to the invaded or indigenous people, and those that arise between invader and
invaded or between people on opposite sides of the frontier.”® This definition is very
different from the traditional Turnerian emphasis, which argues for a frontier as a line of
settlement that moved continually west, repeating itself as it moves and embodying the
creation of American exceptionalism. Although as Calloway observes, the term “west”
itself “does echo Turner in viewing the history of ‘the West’ as the history of the whole
nation.””” The reality is more complex.

William Cronon, George Miles, and Jay Gitlin argue for a return to a definition of

frontier that incorporates Turner’s philosophy on process and self-repetition, while

emphasizing the linkages between Old World culture hearths in new, local contexts.”®

53 David J. Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
1992), 11.

56 Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America, 12, 13. He writes, “societies that face one another
along frontiers”—the word “face” is indicative of a frontier line, however. See also Patricia Nelson
Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The U<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>