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Introduction 

The discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus in 1492 began the colonial 

era of the American continents. Many nations in Europe sent expeditions to North and South 

America for a wide variety of reasons, which included the acquisition of wealth, the religious 

conversion of the native inhabitants, to rid their own homeland of religious dissenters, or to 

gain a strategic advantage over other European nations. As the colonial era progressed, three 

European powers emerged to dominate the North American continent. The sixteenth century 

saw Spain assert its power in the Americas with the establishment of New Spain in modern 

day Mexico. The French did not follow with a permanent settlement until 1603 when Samuel 

de Champlain began his series of voyages down the St. Lawrence River into the interior of 

northeastern Canada. A few years later, English Puritans established their colonies in New 

England. 

Although each of these three powers were able to establish a foothold on different 

regions of the North American continent, each one faced a common problem. The land was 

already occupied by its native inhabitants, many of which resented the Europeans' presence. 

As a result, each of the three groups of European colonists would face a conflict with these 

hostile Indians that would contribute to the ultimate success or failure of each colony. To 

combat the threat presented by the hostile Indians, the Europeans discovered that certain 

Indians were willing to join them. These "friendly" Indians played an integral role in the 

Europeans' struggle both to achieve their initial goals and to maintain their newly founded 

colonies. 



Part 1: The Alliances 

Chapter 1: The Spanish and the Tlaxcalans 

When Hernan Cortes' expedition landed on the coast of Mexico in 1519 searching for 

wealth, much of the region was under the control of the Aztec empire. The Aztecs had begun 

their military expansion from their capital at Tenochtitlan, located on an island in Lake 

Texcoco in Central Mexico, after the formation of the Triple Alliance with neighboring cities 

Texcoco and Tacuba in 1420. Between 1420 and 1500, the Aztecs met with little opposition 

in their conquest of many tribes located mainly south and east of Tenochtitlan. Tribes 

conquered by the Aztecs were required to accept submission to the Aztec emperor by sending 

items such as gold, copper, jade, cocoa beans, cloaks, and cotton armor, as tribute to 

Tenochtitlan.1 The Aztecs also took a number of the prisoners captured in war back to 

Tenochtitlan to be sacrificed to their god-of-war Huitzilpochtli, while others were taken as 

slaves. Those who were allowed to remain on their land, however, were reduced to 

mayeques, or serfs, since the emperor gave all conquered lands to those who had fought as a 

reward for their success.2 

Despite their rapidly growing strength, the Aztecs were not able to subdue all of 

Mexico. The Chichimecs of northern Mexico and the Tarascans to the west of Tenochtitlan 

were never conquered by the Aztecs. The most important group of Indians that was able to 

defend itself from Aztec expansion was the Tlaxcalans, who were located roughly sixty miles 

east of Tenochtitlan. Failure to conquer the Tlaxcalans would compel the Aztecs to enforce 



limitations on Tlaxcalan independence. Such actions would contribute to the downfall of the 

Aztec empire by forcing the Tlaxcalans to resist by forming an alliance with the Spaniards in 

1519. The hostility between the Aztecs and the Tlaxcalans was caused by the failure of the 

"flowery wars." In return for their independence, unconquered tribes agreed to fight staged 

wars with the Aztecs. These prearranged battles, the object of which was the exchange of 

prisoners to be used for human sacrifice, benefitted both sides since human sacrifice was a 

ritual practiced not only by the Aztecs, but also by other tribes, including the Tlaxcalans. 

This agreement between the Aztecs and the tribes they had yet to conquer lasted for about 

seventy years before the Aztec need for sacrificial victims had become too great to be met by 

the conditions of the "flowery wars." The insatiable appetite of the Aztecs erupted into real 

warfare with the Tlaxcalans on two occasions in 1504 and 1517. Defeated both times, the 

Aztec emperor, Montezuma II, imposed sanctions on Tlaxcala, forbidding the trade of salt and 

cotton within the Tlaxcalan province. Since the Aztecs had finally subdued all the other 

tribes immediately surrounding Tlaxcala, these sanctions were quite effective. Tlaxcalan 

hatred for the Aztecs was cemented by these measures.3 

The Spanish first learned of the Tlaxcalans' animosity for the Aztecs when they 

formed an alliance with the Totonacs of Cempoalla. The Totonacs had already been 

conquered by the Aztecs and were reluctantly paying tribute to Montezuma because they did 

not possess the strength to resist. Mentioning his own hatred for the Aztecs, the Totonac 

leader Tlacochcalcatl told Cortes that even though the Tlaxcalans suffered heavily from Aztec 

control of the surrounding cities, the independent tribe remained the Aztecs' most difficult 

enemy, as they were capable of defeating Montezuma's larger armies.4 Already knowing that 



the key to conquering Mexico was the capture of Tenochtitlan, Cortes was anxious to meet 

with the Tlaxcalans and form an alliance with them against the Aztecs. Upon approaching 

the edge of Tlaxcalan territory, however, the Spanish force was attacked by a Tlaxcalan army. 

Having learned of the Spanish alliance with the Totonacs, the Tlaxcalan leaders feared that 

the Spaniards were working in conjunction with Montezuma to crush Tlaxcalan independence. 

Despite the Totonacs' real feelings, the fact that they had been conquered by the Aztecs was 

the only reason the Tlaxcalans needed to distrust them. 

After handily defeating the Tlaxcalans in a series of battles, both sides decided on 

peace. Fighting the Spaniards had shown the Tlaxcalans the strength of a small Spanish force 

against a large army of Indians and, once they were convinced that Cortes was not an ally of 

Montezuma, the Tlaxcalans decided that an alliance with the Spaniards would indeed serve 

their own desire for revenge against the Aztecs, "whose death and ruin they desired above all 

things."5 However, revenge was not the only reason the Tlaxcalans joined the Spaniards. 

The military strength of the Spanish force had also demonstrated that continued resistance of 

the white men with their horses and superior weapons was futile. The burning of ten 

Tlaxcalan villages by Cortes as punishment for the attacks ordered against the Spaniards 

undoubtably had a similar effect. With their strong desire for revenge against the Aztecs for 

causing such economic hardships and after their experience of facing a force of Spanish 

conquistadors in battle, the Tlaxcalans were willing to make any concession to gain the 

Spaniards allies. As a result, they agreed to become vassals of the King of Spain, although 

they probably did not understand the extent of this commitment.6 



While the Tlaxcalans believed that the Spaniards were invincible and could help them 

against the Aztecs, Carte's discovered that the Tlaxcalans could serve his needs just as well. 

Learning that the failure of the "flowery wars" and the resulting economic sanctions had 

forced many Tlaxcalans to sell themselves into slavery in order to obtain the salt and cotton 

denied them through trade, Cortes offered an alliance between his forces and the Tlaxcalans.7 

"I was not a little pleased," Cortes wrote to Emperor Charles V, "to see this discord and want 

of conformity between the two parties because it appeared to me to strengthen my design."8 

The military skills of the Tlaxcalans also did not go unnoticed. Although they were 

threatened by the power of the conquistador mounted on his horse, the Indians fought them 

with "great courage and daring" and "defended themselves so stoutly for a while against the 

six (mounted Spaniards) that they wounded two of ours and killed two horses with two blows 

of their sword."9 The Tlaxcalans finally offered peace only after several days of major 

defeats at the hands of the Spaniards. Upon realizing that each side could help the other, the 

Spaniards and the Tlaxcalans formed an alliance which would give the Spaniards their most 

loyal ally in the conquest of Mexico and the Tlaxcalans their desired revenge against the 

Aztecs. 

The Tlaxcalans were not the only allies the Spaniards found. The Totonacs, who have 

already been mentioned, were the Spaniards' first ally. Others alliances were formed when 

the combined forces of the Tlaxcalans and the Spaniards freed other Indians from Aztec rule. 

Allies obtained in such a manner include the Indians of Tepeaca and Texcoco. Thousands of 

soldiers from both of these groups contributed to the final defeat of Tenochtitlan, but it was 



the loyalty of the Tlaxcalans that caused the words "Spain!" and "Tlaxcala!" to be shouted in 

the same battle cry.10 

Chapter 2: The French and the Huron 

The political evolution of the Indian tribes of the United States and Canada did not 

lead to the establishment of any one tribe with absolute power over the tribes of an entire 

region. There were conflicts and alliances among the Indians but they never led to the 

creation of an empire. Throughout the United States and Canada, only one major political 

union, known as the Five Nation Iroquois, was formed. This confederation, created before the 

arrival of European settlers, comprised of the five Iroquoian-speaking tribes—the Mohawks, 

Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas—which occupied most of present-day New York. 

The goal of the Five Nation Iroquois was to spread the teachings of Hiawatha and 

Deganawidah, the confederation's founders, to other Indian tribes, in hopes of obtaining 

universal peace. This policy was pursued, however, by violent warfare, a skill by which the 

Iroquois became infamous. The Algonquian-speaking Montagnais and the Iroquoian-speaking 

Hurons suffered heavily from the Five Nations' effort to enforce their ideas of universal 

peace. When the French explorer Jacques Cartier first encountered the Huron Indians along 

the St. Lawrence River in 1535, he was asked by the Huron's leader, Donnaconna, for 

protection against the Seneca Iroquois. When the French returned under Samuel de 

Champlain eighty years later to establish a permanent trading post in Canada, he discovered 



that most of the Indians encountered by Cartier years before had been forced by the Iroquois 

to move farther down the river into the Great Lakes region." 

The French experience in forming alliances with Indians differed from that of the 

Spaniards in that the French were not seeking to build a united front to combat a common 

enemy. Such a front, while weak, already existed among several tribes throughout the region. 

The French had come to the St. Lawrence River Valley for the sole purpose of collecting and 

trading beaver furs. Champlain recognized that friendly relations with the Indians were 

essential if the French enterprise was to succeed. The French wished to learn the woodland 

skills of the Indians, their knowledge of winter snowshoe traveling, the use of their forty-foot 

long birchbark canoes, their familiarity with the river and lake waterways that led to more 

treasures of fur, and most important, the French wanted to maintain the already established 

channels of trade among the tribes. In return, the French offered the Indians European goods, 

including kettles, hatchets, and most important, guns.12 As a result, Champlain thought it 

necessary to form an alliance with the first Indians he encountered. At Tadoussac, where the 

St. Lawrence and Saguenay Rivers join, Champlain made an alliance with three groups of 

Algonquian-speaking Indians, included the Montagnais. The Indians welcomed the French 

traders because they sought only to establish trading posts rather than large settlements and 

because Champlain had offered to help the Indians in their fight against the Iroquois. This 

alliance, which was formed in 1603 and lasted until the French were expelled from North 

America in 1763, gave both the French and the Indians what they were looking for; the 

former gained access to the interior portions of the southern St. Lawrence River, and the latter 

found an ally against their enemy.13 
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Although the alliance at Tadoussac brought the French into the Indian conflict, the 

French would not become personally involved in any battles until they made an alliance with 

the Huron Indians. It was their first meeting with the Huron, in 1609, that brought the French 

into the war when Champlain and two of his men accompanied a group of sixty Montagnais 

and Huron Indians on a raid against the Mohawk Iroquois. In a battle near present-day Lake 

Champlain, the Mohawk party, which outnumbered the allied Indians three to one, fled when 

three of their chiefs were killed by a single shot from a French arquebus, a weapon none of 

the Five Nation Iroquois had encountered. The introduction of firearms into the Indian 

conflict destroyed any chance of a lasting peace between the French and the Iroquois, the 

results of which would prove disastrous to the French and their Indian allies.14 

By the summer of 1615, Champlain had finally reached the Huron lands near Georgian 

Bay on the northeast border of the Great Lakes. Upon witnessing how rich the land was in 

furs and the access it provided to the even richer region to the south of the Great Lakes, 

Champlain established a system of trade between the French and the Indians in which the 

Huron acted as middlemen. The Huron would buy furs from Indians south of the Great 

Lakes and then sell them to the French at their newly founded trading posts at Quebec and 

Montreal. Such a position placed the Huron in control over most of the fur trade in the 

northeast region of Canada and the United States.15 The Iroquois, who by 1620 were trading 

fur with Dutch settlers in return for their own guns, recognized the threat of having their 

enemies in control of the northern fur trade and sought to take that position away from them. 

As a result, the war that had begun years ago as an Iroquoian attempt at Indian hegemony had 



been transformed by French interference into a struggle for revenge and economic control of 

the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River Valley.16 

Chapter 3: English Puritans and die "Friendly" Indians 

Like those between the French and the Indians of Canada, the alliances between the 

English Puritans and the Indians of New England were formed out of necessity. However, 

the New England colonists were not solely interested in finding assistance in trapping beaver 

furs. They had come to the region to establish permanent settlements. Friendly relations with 

Indians who knew the land and how to survive in the New England environment benefitted 

the colonists who had no such skills. The first alliance between the New England colonists 

and Indians was formed at Plymouth in 1621 between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag 

Indians. The Wampanoags helped the Pilgrims survive their first winters in Plymouth by 

teaching them farming skills and supplying them with food, but the purpose of the alliance 

was mutual defense. Massasoit, the Wampanoag sachem, saw the Pilgrims and their 

European technology as useful allies against the Narragansett Indians, who lived across from 

the Wampanoags on the west side of Narragansett Bay in present-day Rhode Island. 

However, the Wampanoag war with the Narragansetts never required the Pilgrims' 

participation. As a result, fifty years of peaceful relations between the English and the 

Indians ensued. 



The fifty years of peace, however, saw a slow building of tension between the 

colonists and the Indians that would eventually result in King Philip's War, started by the 

Wampanoags themselves. Soon after the Pilgrims arrived at Plymouth, the Puritans 

established Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630. The colonies of Connecticut and Rhode 

Island followed within the next ten years. With a population greater than that of the Indians 

by the 1660s, a new generation of Puritan colonists had subordinated their original plan to 

establish a perfect-Christian society to acquiring more lands from the Indians, thereby forcing 

the Indians to constantly move. Much of the land was obtained from the Indians by legal 

sales, but the concept of land ownership differed between the two cultures. Individual tribes 

owned their land communally, believing that they all possessed the right to hunt and plant 

crops on the lands of their own tribe. Therefore, when land was sold to an English colonist, 

the Indians were granting that colonist the right to join them in using the land. The colonists, 

however, believed that purchasing the land gave them exclusive rights to it. 

The development of colonial Indian policy also contributed to the rising tensions 

between the New England colonists and Indians. After a quick and decisive English victory 

in Pequot War of 1637 in Connecticut, the Indians living in the New England colonies were 

required to accept the status of a protected people and to conform to English law. If a tribal 

chief showed any sign of resistance to this policy, he was brought before the colonial 

government to renew his tribe's submission. To oversee this policy and coordinate the 

colonial response to any Indian threat, three of the New England colonies—Plymouth, 

Massachusetts Bay, and Connecticut—formed the New England Confederation in 1643. 

Although it would be forced into war with the Indians for the same reasons as the other 
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colonies, Rhode Island was not included in the New England Confederation because the 

colony had been formed by those who had abandoned the strict Puritan doctrine of 

Massachusetts Bay. As a result of Puritan colonial policy, the Wampanoags decided to act 

against English intrusion by striking against their old allies, the Pilgrims. 

Philip, who succeeded his father Massasoit as sachem of the Wampanoags, attempted 

throughout the 1660s and early 1670s to collect enough guns with which to resist the English. 

Upon hearing of Philip's arsenal from colonists and other Indians, the Plymouth government, 

both in 1667 and 1671, demanded that Philip turn in all his hidden guns and come before the 

General Court and renew his pledge of submission to English law. Such an appearance 

before the General Court had resulted in the mysterious circumstances surrounding the death 

of Philip's brother, Alexander, who died just days after his pledge of submission at Plymouth 

a few years before. Convinced that the time was right to strike at the English, Philip tried to 

convince other tribes in the area to join him in the inevitable war with the English, arguing 

that if all the New England tribes joined forces, the English advance would not only be 

stopped but also reversed. 

War finally came when a group of Wampanoag Indians attacked the Plymouth village 

of Swansea on June 20, 1675. The attack was provoked by the Plymouth General Court's 

execution of three Wampanoag Indians who had been suspected of murdering John Sassamon, 

a Christianized Indian that had once served as Philip's secretary but had left him to warn the 

English of Philip's continuing efforts to incite a war against the colonists. The attack upon 

Swansea provoked a quick response from both the colonists and the Indians across New 

England as each side scrambled to find allies. Both sides met with success. The 

11 



Wampanoags found allies in the Nipmucks of eastern Massachusetts, and the Sakonnets and 

Pocassets of Plymouth. These tribes chose to fight the English for the same reasons as the 

Wampanoags, and used the invasion of Swansea as a model for their own attacks on various 

English settlements. Plymouth, of course, had the support of the other New England colonies, 

but allies were also found in the Mohegans and Pequots of Connecticut, both of whom had 

been loyal to the English since the Pequot War. The Eastern Niantics of southern Rhode 

Island were also persuaded to join the alliance. The Indians that joined the English had 

become too dependent upon English goods or had already adopted the white man's way of 

life, believing it was too late to resist. 

The search for allies by both sides continued throughout King Philip's War. The 

colonies had signed a treaty of neutrality with the Narragansetts at Pettaquamscutt Rock at the 

outbreak of the war, but then decided that a preventive war against the old enemies of the 

Wampanoags would be a more effective method of keeping them out of the conflict. Instead, 

the invasion prompted the Narragansetts to join the alliance against the English several 

months after the war began.17 The Sakonnets, who had initially sided with Philip, chose to 

shift their loyalty to the English in the closing months of the war. Despite the shifting 

alliances, it was the role of the "friendly" Indians that would determine the outcome of the 

struggle for the control of New England. 

The contributing factors which led to the formation of alliances between the Europeans 

and the Indians of North America described above vary greatly. Although each of these 

alliances was founded on the basic need for survival in a foreign environment, the principle 

12 



European nations that came to the New World did so with a particular agenda, which each 

power sought to complete through alliances with certain Indians. The Spanish conquistadors, 

seeking to conquer the most wealthy and powerful Indian civilization of Mexico for reasons 

concerning power, greed, and religion, sought to exploit the weakness of the Aztec empire by 

forming an alliance with the independent yet vulnerable Tlaxcalans. The French traders that 

ventured into the Canadian interior discovered that friendly relations with the Huron Indians 

were essential if France was to monopolize the fur trade of the St. Lawrence River and the 

Great Lakes. The Puritan settlers that came to New England to create the ideal Christian 

society also found themselves in need of several Indian allies in order to establish English 

culture and English law over the rebellious Indians who refused to comply with the Puritan 

doctrine. That the similarities between the formation of these alliances are few should not be 

surprising since, in an era of imperialistic competition, the nations of Europe did not 

coordinate their colonizing efforts. The significance of these alliances, however, lies not in 

their formation, but in the similar ways the Europeans utilized their Indian allies in their 

attempt to establish an overseas empire. 

13 



Part II; The Value of Indian Allies 

Chapter 4: Indian Population 

The alliances with the Indians of North America provided the Europeans with a 

seemingly inexhaustible supply of Indian warriors. Since the early European representatives 

to the New World were few in number, Indian reserves were essential if the Europeans were 

to survive war with the Indians that chose to resist. Current estimates place about forty 

million Indians in North America in 1492, of which thirty million were in Mexico and 

Central America while the other ten million occupied the United States and Canada. 

However, an accurate count of the Indian population of North America is difficult to 

determine since European disease was introduced into Indian society by traders and fishermen 

years before the main colonizing efforts had begun. The number of Indians that chose to ally 

themselves with the Europeans is also hard to ascertain. One source where such estimates 

can be found is the observations of the colonists themselves. Although the Europeans did not 

possess the means to make an accurate count of their allies, the availability of "friendly" 

Indians illustrates the most important problem among North American Indians that was 

advantageous to all the European powers; that is, the Indians' failure to unify against the 

white invasion. 

The Spaniards had the greatest advantage of any colonial power in the number of 

Indian allies they obtained, but Cortes and his army were in need of such great numbers. 

When Cortes landed in Mexico at Veracruz in 1519, he had with him five hundred soldiers, 

14 



one hundred sailors, and sixteen horses.18 Such a force would prove effective against an army 

of thousands of Indians, as the first encounter with the Tlaxcalans would demonstrate, but as 

the lure of the Aztecs' wealth led Cortes' army farther west, many of the conquistadors 

desired "to leave the country, frightened at its size and multitude of people, all armed and 

determined not to let them enter, while they saw themselves few in number."19 The fear 

inspired by the Indian population of Mexico forced the Spaniards into an alliance with the 

Tlaxcalans, but how many of them joined the Spaniards in combat is uncertain. 

Many campaigns were fought before the Aztecs were finally defeated at Tenochtitlan. 

These battles were chronicled by Bernal Diaz del Castillo and Francisco Lopez de Gomara; 

the former was a participant in the events in Mexico while the latter recorded the history of 

the conquest as told by Cortes himself. The accounts left behind by these two men do not 

agree on the number of Indians that fought with the Spaniards. For example, at Cholula, 

where Montezuma attempted to ambush Cortes before his army reached Tenochtitlan, Diaz 

states that the Spaniards were accompanied by one thousand Tlaxcalans. After the ambush 

failed to halt the Spaniards, he continues, the Tlaxcalans sent an additional thousand warriors 

to complete the march to the Aztec capital.20 Describing the same events, Gomara claims that 

the Spanish force entered both Cholula and Tenochtitlan with between five and six thousand 

Tlaxcalans.21 

Even greater numbers of allies are recorded by both men in their accounts of the siege 

of Tenochtitlan. Cortes and his army had entered Tenochtitlan peacefully but were forced to 

flee the capital when rising tensions caused the city to erupt into war. On the night of July 1, 

1520, known as LaNoche Triste ("the Night of Sorrows"), Cortes lost hundreds of his own 
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men and thousands of Tlaxcalans when the Aztecs discovered the allied forces sneaking out 

of the city. Cortes returned the following year, however, with more Tlaxcalans and his new 

allies from Texcoco, to place Tenochtitlan under siege. To complete this campaign which 

destroyed the power of the Aztecs, Diaz recalls the participation of twenty thousand 

Tlaxcalans.22 G(5mara, meanwhile, wrote that sixty thousand allies traveled to Texcoco, which 

was located across the lake from the Aztec capital, to take part in the siege. The total 

number of Indians in Cortes' army has reached estimates as high as half a million, but such 

alleged exaggerations should not be discarded since thousands of Indians joined the Spanish 

force, which was barely a thousand strong, during the siege as the fall of the Aztecs became 

imminent.23 Despite the differences in the numbers recorded by both Diaz and Gomara, both 

of their works serve as examples of how the Indians, simply by their numbers, were essential 

to the Spaniards' victory over the Aztecs, who, the Spaniards were told, were capable of 

raising an army of up to three million men.24 

French reliance upon Indian reserves was also essential, but not in warfare. It must be 

remembered that the French first got involved in the Iroquois Wars only as part of an 

agreement with the Huron and other Indians that gave the French access to the Canadian 

interior. The French traders who arrived in the St. Lawrence River Valley with Champlain 

in 1603 were not soldiers seeking to overthrow a militaristic empire. Instead, they sought to 

establish a profitable fur-trading enterprise among the local Indians. This policy, combined 

with the French king's requirement that all traders who travelled to Canada be loyal French-

Catholics, left Canada sparsely populated by Frenchmen for sixty years. During Champlain's 
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lifetime, there were never more than one hundred Frenchmen in Canada. By 1643, the 

number had grown to only three hundred, comprising of traders and Jesuit missionaries, not 

soldiers.25 With such a small and vulnerable population dispersed across the St. Lawrence 

River and the Great Lakes, and soon down the Mississippi River, friendly relations between 

the French and the Indians were essential if the French wanted their efforts to succeed. The 

use of French guns against the Mohawk Iroquois in 1609 at the Battle of Lake Champlain 

increased the French need for friendly relations with the Huron further, as the French were 

not well equipped for war. Their one advantage, the arquebus, would lose its effectiveness 

when the Iroquois obtained their own guns from Dutch and English traders. The French were 

then forced to rely on their Indian allies to provide warriors to defend the fur trade. 

The Indian population of the northeastern portions of North America had already been 

reduced somewhat by the time the French established their permanent trading posts on the St. 

Lawrence River. European diseases, brought to this region of the New World either by 

fishermen in Nova Scotia or men from Carrier's expeditions down the St. Lawrence River in 

the 1530s, were just beginning to impact the interior portions of Canada and the Great Lakes. 

When Champlain first visited the Huron in 1615, he estimated that there were thirty thousand 

of the Iroquois-related Indians living at Georgian Bay. However, this figure has since been 

reduced to twenty thousand.26 With only an estimated twelve thousand Iroquois occupying 

upper state New York early in the seventeenth century, the French and their Indian allies 

seemed to have held the advantage. Events would prove otherwise.27 
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The number of "friendly" Indians had a devastating effect on Philip's attempt to 

organize resistance against English intrusion. The English had been coming to New England 

in large numbers since the 1630s. By 1675, when war finally erupted, the English population 

of New England was approximately fifty thousand. The Indians, on the other hand, after 

roughly fifty years of close contact with European disease, were continuing to decline in 

numbers. At the beginning of the war, there were only about twenty thousand Algonquian-

speaking Indians in southern New England.28 Already at a numerical disadvantage, the 

Indians that decided to rebel against the English colonists were hindered further when the 

English were able to persuade several tribes either to join the colonial effort to resist Philip or 

to remain neutral. As a result, the Indian resistance was left with approximately one thousand 

Wampanoags—including the Pocasetts and Sakonetts—three thousand Nipmucks, and four 

thousand Narragansetts.29 

It is difficult, however, to determine exactly how many Indians fought with the 

English for several reasons. First, some tribes either shifted their alliance from Philip to the 

English or ended their neutrality before the war was over. Awashonks, the leader of the 

Sakonetts, was persuaded by Captain Benjamin Church of Plymouth to join the English 

during the final and decisive weeks of the war. The Narragansetts, who had a signed a treaty 

of neutrality with the English, were forced to join Philip's resistance when the English broke 

the treaty with the successful Great Swamp Fight of December 1675. Second, despite their 

allegiance, some "friendly" Indians were not trusted by the English. There were instances of 

Indians, who were believed to be "friendly", betraying their English allies, but some of these 
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occurrences were actually committed by hostile Indians in an attempt to damage the relations 

between the English and their allies.30 Third, many of the "praying" Indians, which were 

those Indians who had been isolated by the English in an attempt to Christianize them, were 

not utilized in the war because the English decided they could not be trusted due to their 

close blood relations with hostile Indians.31 Finally, both "friendly" Indians and Captain 

Church proved to be quite effective in convincing their prisoners to shift their allegiance to 

the English cause; the "friendly" Indians were often old acquaintances of their prisoners while 

Church's reputation among all Indians as a skilled and successful commander often won him 

new allies, making him, by the end of the war, "the only white man in a company of 

Indians...all of whom were fighting the English a year before."32 These conditions make the 

number of Indian allies difficult to determine, but the mere existence of "friendly" Indians 

gave the English a definite advantage over the hostile Indians, whose numbers were already 

declining before their failure to unify all the New England Indians against the English 

invasion. 

Chapter 5: Indian Knowledge 

Knowledge of both the land and of other Indians also made certain Indians of North 

America valuable allies to the Europeans. The Tlaxcalans proved their loyalty to the 

Spaniards on a number of occasions with their knowledge of the Montezuma's treachery, such 

as warning Cortes of the potential danger of traveling to Tenochtitlan through Cholula. The 

19 



Spanish allies also exposed an Aztec nobleman who was trying to dissuade the Spaniards 

from continuing their journey to the Aztec capital by masquerading as Montezuma.33 The 

most important information provided by the Tlaxcalans was about the weaknesses within the 

Aztec empire and about the layout of Tenochtitlan; both of which helped shape much of 

Cortes' strategy for the siege and final defeat of Tenochtitlan. During their stay in Tlaxcala, 

Cortes and his men learned the extent of Montezuma's wealth, the tribute he demanded from 

his subjects, and which tribes were hostile towards Montezuma but too weak to resist, as the 

Totonacs had been. With this information, Cortes was able to add the Indians of Texcoco, 

who had been forced to provide food and soldiers to the Aztecs since the formation of the 

unequal Triple Alliance, to his army against Tenochtitlan by convincing them that end of the 

Aztec empire was at hand. Equally as important was the information the Tlaxcalans provided 

about the causeways and bridges across Lake Texcoco and about the spring of Chapultapec, 

where Tenochtitlan derived its only supply of water.34 Knowledge of these vulnerabilities 

allowed Cortes to execute his successful siege of Tenochtitlan in the summer of 1521. 

Information about the land proved valuable for both the French and English, though 

for different reasons. The French, being small in numbers and interested primarily in the fur 

trade for much of the seventeenth century, needed the Indian knowledge of the Canadian 

interior in order to achieve success. As a result, the Huron and other French allies served as 

valuable scouts, providing the French with the location of navigable rivers, the best areas to 

trap furs, and the location of other "friendly" Indians. Champlain and his small group of 

explorers most likely would have disappeared in the Canadian interior had it not been for 
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Indian scouts. "I have often desired to explore up the river," wrote Champlain after the 

formation of his alliance at Tadoussac, "but have been unable to do so without the natives."35 

Upon obtaining the Huron as allies, the French were able to utilize the Indians' knowledge of 

the lower Great Lakes region, where the French had not yet ventured, to bring furs back to 

Canada to the French traders. 

The English also found their allies' knowledge of the land useful, but not for trading 

purposes. Instead, the "friendly" Indians' scouting ability often led the English forces to the 

location of the hostile Indians' encampments during King Philip's War. It was an Indian 

scout, who were "next to a bloodhound to follow a track", that led the English forces to the 

Narragansetts in the Great Swamp Fight.36 Also credited to Indian scouts is the capture of 

Camochet—sachem of the Narragansetts and by the end of the war, the most important 

military leader of the hostile Indians-Philip himself, and at the end of the war, Philip's war 

captain, Annawon. 

Chapter 6: Indian Tactics 

Indian tactics in warfare had a major impact on each of the European power's effort to 

establish a colonial empire. However, each colonial power's use of Indian tactics is unique. 

The Spanish found that the style of warfare between the Aztecs and the Tlaxcalans was 

unable to defend the Indians from Spanish weapons, thus allowing the small Spanish force to 

defeat Indian armies several times its size. The French, although they changed the style of 
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Indian warfare, paid little attention to their impact on Indian war tactics as their main interest 

was in the fur trade. Such a policy would ultimately contribute to the failure of the French 

colony. Finally, the English discovered that only the adoption of Indian-style warfare would 

enable them to defeat Philip's rebellion and put a definite end to the Indian threat in New 

England. 

After forming the alliance with the Tlaxcalans, Cortes learned of the "flowery wars" 

between the Aztecs and his new allies. Designed for the taking of prisoners for human 

sacrifice rather than death on the battlefield, the Indians that participated in the wars were not 

properly equipped to battle the Spanish conquistadors and their superior weapons. Indian 

weapons—which included javelins, stones and slings, and obsidian-bladed swords—while 

potentially lethal, were unable to defend the Indians from a mounted conquistador wielding a 

Toledo sword. Cannon, muskets, crossbows, and the use of large dogs to chase down 

Indians, also gave Cortes a decisive technological advantage over the Indians in his conquest 

of Mexico. 

Although they were at a disadvantage, the Aztecs were not completely helpless. Their 

cotton-quilted armor, which was eventually adopted by the Spaniards to replace their metal 

armor, was somewhat successful at providing protection against arrows and javelins. Also, 

the Indian attraction to the ambush and surprise attack proved effective. The ambush planned 

at Cholula might have halted the Spaniards had Cortes and his men not learned of the plot 

against them from their allies. More importantly, however, was the attack the Aztecs 

launched against the Spaniards, resulting in La Noche Triste, which took the Spaniards a 

year to recover from before placing Tenochtitlan under siege. Such tactics, however, were 
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also beneficial to the Spaniards. During a period of setbacks for the Spaniards during the 

siege of Tenochtitlan, a group of Tlaxcalans launched an independent surprise attack into the 

city. The success of the raid, in which many Aztecs were taken prisoner, revived the morale 

of the Spanish force and the rest of their allies, allowing them the bring the siege to a 

successful conclusion.37 

The French, although primarily interested in the fur trade, had a major impact on the 

Indian style of warfare. After introducing firearms to the Huron-Iroquois conflict in 1609, 

Champlain and fourteen Frenchmen accompanied five hundred Huron Indians on another raid 

in 1615. Attempting to capture a fortress occupied by the Onondaga Iroquois, the allies 

found that the New York Indians had already adapted to the French threat, preparing defenses 

that were successful in protecting the Indians from the French arquebus. Failure to capture 

the Iroquois fortress caused the French and their Huron allies to retreat. As a consequence, 

the French lost some of their prestige among both their allies and the Iroquois. Soon 

afterwards, the Iroquois obtained their own firearms from Dutch traders in lower state New 

York. In addition to firearms, the French introduced surprise attacks and guerilla tactics to 

the Indian conflict. Before the arrival of the French, the Iroquois and the Huron had fought 

each other only after each had announced to their respective enemy that one was planning to 

attack the other. The French participation in the 1609 attack against the Mohawk Iroquois 

had changed the traditional rules that had developed after years of warfare, giving the 

Iroquois another reason to hate both the French and the Huron.38 
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Despite their impact on Indian warfare, the French continued to focus their attention 

on their commercial enterprise. As a result, the Five Nation Iroquois were able to use the 

French tactics against the Hurons and the French themselves. War would continue for 

another fifty years as the Iroquois, who soon surpassed the Huron technologically with the 

help of Dutch and English traders, attempted to take away control of the fur trade from the 

Huron. Using French tactics of guerilla warfare, the Iroquois were able to clear most of 

southwest Ontario of all Huron Indians, forcing them as far as west as Lake Michigan.39 As a 

consequence, the French fur trade in Quebec and Montreal was damaged. The Iroquois, 

however, decided to seek peace with the French because they were unable to sustain a 

prolonged war.40 

Peace with the Iroquois had come too late. The commercial policies of the French had 

prevented them from adequately protecting the Huron and their status as the middlemen of the 

fur trade. Losing many of their allies to the Iroquois, who were made stronger by the 

adoption of many of their prisoners into the Five Nations, the few French traders in Canada 

found their monopoly over the fur trade challenged not only by the Iroquois but by the 

English as well. The English, after forming Hudson's Bay Company in 1670, were able to 

provide better and cheaper goods while challenging French traders from both the north and 

the south. Most important, however, was the bond between the English and the Iroquois. 

Although there was no formal treaty between the two peoples, the Iroquois' hatred of the 

French prevented France from ever expanding south along the east coast of the United States, 

which protected the New England colonies from a French invasion during the colonial wars 

of the eighteenth century. The alliance between the French and their Indian allies lasted until 
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the French were finally expelled from North America in 1763, but the French commercial 

policy that characterized its early years in Canada prevented the formation of an effective 

military front capable of withstanding the Iroquois threat. 

Unlike the Spanish and the French, the English settlers were forced to adopt Indian 

tactics in order to maintain their hold on their colonies. The English Puritans were not able 

to depend on England for help against the hostile Indians because none of the New England 

colonies were under a royal charter. Governor Andros of the royal colony New York had the 

means to send help to the Puritans but, as most royal authorities, he disagreed with Puritan 

doctrine and refused to send help. Neither could the Puritans depend on European technology 

since fifty years of contact with the natives had provided the Indians with a sufficient supply 

of guns. As a result of these conditions, the New England colonists were forced to adopt 

Indian tactics as a means to win the war. 

The English, however, were slow to recognize the value of the Indian style of warfare 

in the still unfamiliar environment of New England. Many Puritans feared adopting Indian 

tactics because they viewed the Indians and their customs as corrupt, degenerate, and 

dehumanizing to the Puritan spirit. As a consequence, all English communities in New 

England shared a fear of massacre by hostile Indians, which led to a policy that called for 

local militia to organize within each town and wait for an Indian attack.41 This defensive 

policy proved ineffective, and by the war's end, fifty-two of the ninety-two towns in New 

England had been attacked, twenty-five of which were completely destroyed.42 Despite their 

25 



fears, some colonists recognized that the difference between victory and defeat would be the 

role of the "friendly" Indians. 

Captain Benjamin Church was instrumental in convincing the Plymouth leaders that 

certain Indian tactics would allow the English to assume an offensive role in the war. Prior 

to Church's efforts to persuade the Plymouth Council of War in the summer of 1676, the only 

offensive attack organized by the English had been the Great Swamp Fight which, although it 

forced the Narragansetts to join Philip's rebellion, was a battlefield victory. Recognizing that 

European military discipline was unfit for battle in the New England woods, Church consulted 

many of his Indian allies for advice on how to defeat Philip and the hostile Indians. Several 

changes in English strategy soon followed. First, Church began to march his troops thin and 

scattered. He learned from some captured Indians that the English were easy to defeat 

because they always marched in large groups. Upon launching an attack, the Indians said, 

they knew that there were no more English troops in the area because the English always 

stayed together. Second, Church was instructed by his Indian allies to avoid an ambush by 

never leaving an area by the same route he used to enter it. Finally, and perhaps the most 

important, Church learned to trust his Indian allies, even those he persuaded to join the 

English after capturing them in battle.43 Church understood that the Indians simply possessed 

some skills that the English did not. The Indians' forest training allowed them to move 

quickly with a minimum amount of noise and to live off the land if necessary. The use of 

such skills in tracking and spying on other Indians was integral to the success of Church's 

final campaign against Philip.44 Other skills, some of which the English were able to leam, 

include guerilla tactics and the use of the moccasin and snowshoe, which were helpful during 
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winter campaigns.45 As word of Church's victories spread, many of Philip's allies became 

disillusioned and abandoned the rebellion. Some hostile Indians, such as the Sakonnets, chose 

to join the English in their hunt for Philip. It was an Indian, in fact, who discovered Philip's 

encampment and shot him. The use of Indian tactics against the Indians ultimately broke the 

last remnants of unified Indian resistance against the New England colonists. 

The role of the "friendly" Indians had a profound impact on the history of colonial 

North America. Indian allies provided Spain with the means to overthrow a militaristic 

empire in only two years, a feat that would have taken the Spaniards years to accomplish on 

their own. The French were also successful in utilizing their Indian allies as their situation 

demanded. Without the assistance of their allies, the early French traders most likely would 

not have survived the foreign Canadian interior. Unfortunately for the French, however, their 

focus on their commercial enterprise laid the foundation for the colony's eventual failure. The 

English also depended on their Indian allies to survive their first years in North America, but 

the cultural differences between the two peoples once again threatened English survival as 

certain Indians launched a war that would determine who would dominate New England. 

Again, the English colonists were forced to turn to their Indian allies for help. Indians 

assisted the Europeans in many other ways-such as carrying supplies, clearing roads, 

providing food, and serving as translators—but it was the population, the knowledge, and the 

battle tactics of the "friendly" Indians that enabled each colony to survive beyond its 

beginnings. 
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