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 The extraordinary accomplishments of the Huron-Wendat school teacher Sawantanan were 

unique, but not unique to him alone.  Long before the inception of residential schools, Sawantanan was 

one of eleven Aboriginal students from Canada to attend Dartmouth College in New Hampshire; he was 

one of only three to graduate before 1800.  After arriving at Dartmouth, he was active as an interpreter 

for the Revolutionary Army during the American War of Independence.  Once he completed his 

education he returned to Canada to teach school in Montreal, the Mohawk community on the Bay of 

Quinte, and in his home village of Jeune-Lorette near the town of Quebec.  These experiences made him 

stand out from his peers, but from a more regional perspective, his experience shares many similarities 

with other Aboriginal people and communities in the St. Lawrence River/Great Lakes region.  These 

were communities with people who were literate in Aboriginal and European languages, with schools in 

which to educate their youth, and with leaders who were adept at moving between Aboriginal and 

European cultures.  My postdoctoral research will use Sawantanan‟s experience as a comparative lens 

through which to study these communities and the ways with which they engaged European and 

Aboriginal educational systems.  It will assess the role and impact of education in the early years of the 

British regime before the creation of residential schools.   

This project will build on my doctoral work by emphasizing how these communities used a 

variety of forms of education in an effort to support and maintain their communities during a period of 

significant political and demographic change.  My dissertation, “Two Conquests: Northeastern 

Aboriginal Experiences of the British Conquest of Acadia and Canada,” assesses the importance of 

colonial structures in shaping how Aboriginal communities responded to the fall of France‟s North 

American empire.  Access to education was a critical factor in how one of the communities – Jeune-

Lorette – responded to the political, military, cultural and social changes that took place during the first 

decades of British rule.  The central goal of my postdoctoral research will be to advance from this work 

by examining how neighbouring Aboriginal communities along the shores of the St. Lawrence River 

and eastern Great Lakes engaged with and used European education at the end of the eighteenth century.   

 This project will build on a similar historiographical foundation as my earlier research, which 

tried to balance the more traditional emphasis on diplomacy and politics, common in much of the 

historiography on the experience of Aboriginal people during and after the Seven Years‟ War (Steele, 

1990; MacLeod, 1996; Vaugeois, ed., 1996; Sawaya, 1998; Delâge and Sawaya, 2001; Sawaya, 2002; 

Vaugeois, 2002), with closer attention to the social and cultural aspects of each community – such as 

their changing relationship to education.  In carrying out this balancing act, I followed the work of John 

G. Reid (Reid et al, 2004; Reid, 2008) who has demonstrated that a more nuanced picture of the region‟s 

history can be painted by drawing together borderland, Atlantic, imperial and local interpretive 

frameworks and historiographies. My doctoral work brings these perspectives together using the concept 

of „spaces of power.‟  This concept, best articulated by Stephen Hornsby (2004) and Elizabeth Mancke 

(2005), provides a framework to understand and integrate the various, and often competing, influences 

and experiences in the early-modern northeast.  It allows us to see the changing ways that Aboriginal, 

settler and imperial power intersected and how this defined and redefined northeastern spaces.  This 

approach provides a helpful framework when studying environments where power was decentralized, 

and where neither Aboriginal nor European control was hegemonic.  This type of analysis shares many 

similarities with postcolonial ideas about double positioning, hybridity, and interstitiality, where the 

relationship between colonizer and colonized is seen as more complex than the simple rubric of 

accommodation or resistance to the pressures of imperialism and colonization.   
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In my dissertation, I use this approach to compare the experiences of Conquest among the 

Mi‟kmaq living around Port Royal in Acadia and the Huron-Wendat living in Jeune-Lorette near the 

town of Quebec.  By addressing the political, social and cultural uses of space and power, my 

dissertation draws important conclusions about how Aboriginal communities experienced regime 

change.  It argues that although the fall of Acadia and Quebec brought about the end of French influence 

in North America, these events affected Aboriginal populations in radically different ways.  Each 

community‟s experience of colonialism and imperialism prior to the Conquest directly shaped their 

reaction to this political transition.  The Mi‟kmaq, who had minimal contact with Europeans, chose to 

resist the new imperial power, whereas the Huron-Wendat, who lived in the heart of New France for 

over a century, quickly agreed to peace.  For the Mi‟kmaq, the Conquest caused a significant political 

and military shift, while for the Huron-Wendat this transition was felt on a social and cultural level. 

The Mi‟kmaq did not regularly engage with European empires until after the 1710 fall of Acadia.  

Previously, they had interacted with individual European fishers, traders and settlers but did not have a 

sustained relationship with any colonial figures.  With the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht, the conflict between 

France and Britain – which had been taking place on Abenaki land – moved onto Mi‟kmaw territory.  

France strengthened its relationship with the Mi‟kmaq through annual gift-giving, diplomacy and by 

sending missionaries into British controlled territory – tactics which they had employed among the 

Abenaki.  Britain, who did not yet have a well-developed Indian Policy, employed a wider array of 

tactics, focused on hostage taking and treaty negotiation, to achieve Mi‟kmaw submission.  With two 

European empires vying for control of their land, Mi‟kmaw communities near European strongholds 

made peace while more distant communities strongly resisted.  Their focus was on establishing and 

defending their political and military position in the region as they sought to adjust to the new 

geopolitical context. 

Unlike the Mi‟kmaq, the Huron-Wendat were deeply involved in colonial life.  They lived in a 

Jesuit mission, bought and sold land, traded in local markets, and manufactured and sold small crafts 

and tools.  Although well integrated into the French colonial world, their principal subsistence was from 

customary forms of hunting and fishing; their hunting territory was determined without European 

influence during meetings with neighbouring Aboriginal communities.  Even within the heart of French 

North America, they continued to live in an Aboriginal world that remained autonomous from European 

influence.  Being heavily invested in these overlapping worlds, the Huron-Wendat and many of their 

neighbours quickly made peace once the British victory in the St. Lawrence was clear.  This began a 

new period of Aboriginal-European relations.  The implementation of the British policy of indirect rule 

– whereby many French legal and religious structures were maintained – and the semi-autonomous 

nature of the Huron-Wendat, however, meant that the impact of the Conquest was not immediately felt.  

Politically and militarily, the Huron-Wendat were in a position similar to the French Regime.  It was 

only in the 1790s, once Jesuit missionaries had left and pressure increased on Huron-Wendat hunting 

territories, that the longer term social and cultural effects of the Conquest began to noticeably appear.   

In emphasizing the differences in how each community experienced regime change, my research 

illustrates the multiple and contradictory influences that shaped the responses of these communities to 

the Conquest.  Using „spaces of power‟ as a lens onto the period has helped to demonstrate how 

Europeans capitalized on Aboriginal definitions of space to bolster their claims to North America and 

how Aboriginal people engaged with the colonial world and landscape in order to sustain the economy 

and culture of their communities.  In both Port Royal and Jeune-Lorette my dissertation shows how 

studying the ways that European and Aboriginal people sought to define space draws out important 

intersections that sometimes brought about conflict, while at other times fostered cooperation.  Bringing 

together the historiographies of these communities also shows the historical, thematic and interpretive 

connections between these places. I argue that the concept of Conquest is better seen as a widely 
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dispersed process encompassing much of northeastern North America during the eighteenth century 

rather than a solitary event taking place within a limited geography.  These conclusions have shaped the 

approach of my postdoctoral research by emphasizing the different experiences and perspectives among 

Aboriginal communities during this period and the ways in which these differences affected how they 

engaged with European forms of education. 

Access to a variety of forms of European education – during both the French and British Regime 

– played a central role in Huron-Wendat responses to the Conquest.  My research demonstrates that by 

the end of the eighteenth century, when the community began to petition the crown over access to land, 

Jeune-Lorette had a literacy rate of 22%, two students had attended Dartmouth College, another three 

attended the Petit Séminaire in Quebec, and 33 children attended school in the village.  This culture of 

education was fuelled by the century-and-a-half of Jesuit/Huron-Wendat interaction, the opening of 

Dartmouth College to Aboriginal students from Canada, and an increasingly pressing need to engage 

with British legal structures as the availability of land and resources diminished due to population 

growth and immigration.  

My post-doctoral research, “Indigenous Education along the St. Lawrence and Great Lakes after 

the Seven Years‟ War,” compares the role of education in a cluster of Aboriginal communities.  The 

culture of education at Jeune-Lorette was not unique.  European educated individuals and formal schools 

– some run by missionaries and others by members of the community – existed in a number of villages 

in the region.   My dissertation research suggests that although Sawantanan was one of the most highly 

educated Aboriginal people in the northeast, his story shares many similarities with other Aboriginal 

people in the region such as the Haudenosaunee leader Thayendanegea (Joseph Brant) and Mississauga 

school teacher Kahkewaquonaby (Peter Jones).  Likewise, the presence of schools in Aboriginal 

communities was also relatively common at the end of the eighteenth century.  In addition to the schools 

serving the Huron-Wendat at Jeune-Lorette and the Mohawk on the Bay of Quinte, where Sawantanan 

taught, the Abenaki at St. François and Haudenosaunee at Grand River also had schools in the 1780s and 

1790s. There are two reasons why these individuals and schools are important.  First, these schools pre-

date the development of similar schools in neighbouring European settlements by over three decades.  

Second, they illustrate that Aboriginal communities engaged with European forms of education long 

before the development of residential schools, helping to show greater continuity between the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. 

This project will focus on students who attended colleges or universities and their home 

communities in an effort to assess the ways in which Aboriginal and European epistemologies and 

intellectual systems engaged with each other and were employed by Aboriginal people in the region.  It 

will address themes of Aboriginal literacy and numeracy, the creation of late-eighteenth-century 

Aboriginal schools in Upper Canada and Lower Canada, the role of higher education in Aboriginal 

communication networks and communities, and the wider impact that educated Aboriginal people had, 

or did not have, in the northeast.  As in my dissertation, I will use a comparative method in order to 

assess how significant or unique these students and communities were in the late-eighteenth century. 

This project will expand on the historiography of Aboriginal education by focusing on 

Aboriginal peoples and institutions in both Canada and the United States.  For the most part, the 

literature on this subject in both countries has reflected interest in subjects that have been defined by the 

boundaries of the nation-state.  In the US, scholars have focused on Aboriginal education at America‟s 

earliest colleges, particularly Harvard, William and Mary, and Dartmouth (Axtell, 1986; Szasz, 1988; 

Carney, 1999).  Their studies are limited in geographical focus and do not examine similar and 

seemingly parallel developments in the seminaries of New France and in the communities along the 

shores of the St. Lawrence and Great Lakes.  In Canada, there is hardly any literature on Aboriginal 

education in the eighteenth century.  Most of the research emphasizes the Aboriginal desire for 
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education in the early-to-mid-nineteenth-century and the subsequent creation of residential schools 

(Smith, 1987, Miller, 1996; Milloy, 1999).  The growing popularity of borderland studies, however, 

suggests that researchers in both countries would benefit by reflecting on the greater permeability of the 

border between the United States and British North America during this period, especially given the 

claims of many Aboriginal communities to land on both sides of the border.   

Colin Calloway‟s The Indian History of an American Institution (2010) is a welcome exception 

to this trend.  His book focuses on the ways that Dartmouth College‟s mandate to educate Aboriginal 

people shaped the school, its Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal graduates, and American Aboriginal 

communities over the school‟s 250-year history.  Following the lives of a handful of students, Calloway 

demonstrates that many left Dartmouth to put their education to use for their communities and to better 

the position of Aboriginal people in society.  Like Sawantanan, these students combined the skills that 

they learned at Dartmouth with the earlier education they received in their home communities to act as 

cultural brokers between Aboriginal and American cultures.  My post-doctoral work will expand on 

Calloway‟s research to address these issues in the Huron-Wendat, Abenaki, and Mohawk communities 

in the St. Lawrence Valley and the Six Nations communities at Grand River and in the Bay of Quinte.  

In doing so, it will more broadly explore the meaning and significance of this education to the politics, 

economy and culture of the region as well as explore the interconnections between these communities 

which developed at schools like Dartmouth and the Petit Séminaire in Quebec.   

I will conduct this research in the Department of Native American Studies at Dartmouth College 

under Professor Calloway‟s supervision.  Professor Calloway is familiar with Dartmouth‟s history, and 

is also one of North America‟s leading ethnohistorians.  He has written or edited eight books in the field, 

five of which have been instrumental in shaping this project (Calloway, 1987; 1990; 1995; 2006; 2010).  

I am excited about working in the department‟s interdisciplinary environment, which will be the first 

time I have studied in this type of setting.  This will provide the opportunity for me to share and discuss 

ideas with colleagues with diverse academic and geographic backgrounds. I hope to learn from their 

work and apply relevant concepts and material in my own research.   

Dartmouth was the most active institution involved in educating Aboriginal people at the end of 

the eighteenth century.  Its archives hold a significant amount of primary sources relevant to this project, 

making it the ideal location for me to conduct the main part of my research.  Not only do their 

collections include information about the school‟s operations and pedagogy, but there is also a 

considerable amount of correspondence between the school‟s presidents, Aboriginal community leaders, 

and the Indian Department which casts light on the role of education in these communities.  Dartmouth 

is also near many of the other archives that I will consult such as the Bibliothèque et Archives 

Nationales du Québec in Quebec City and Montreal, Library and Archives Canada in Ottawa, the Centre 

référence de l‟Amérique française in Quebec City, as well as smaller religious and community archives 

throughout Ontario, Quebec, New York and New England.  

This research will lay the ground work for a book project which will complement my dissertation 

by developing our understanding of how Aboriginal communities engaged with the significant political 

changes of the late-eighteenth century.  My dissertation has demonstrated that the changes that took 

place after the Conquest (and American Revolution) were significant and dealt with using a variety of 

tools, resources and strategies.  Scholars have tended to examine the political and military aspects of 

these responses – especially focusing on negotiations with Europeans and other Aboriginal communities 

– rather than some of the social and cultural tactics that both informed these political relationships and 

reshaped the internal dynamics of these communities.   By looking more extensively at education than I 

was able to in my dissertation, this project will help us to understand and compare the nature of these 

changes.  It will also extend to Canada the historiography of Aboriginal education in the United States 

and deepen our understanding of the context in which Canadian residential schools were created. 


