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MISSION AMONG TJIE .SENECA
IROQUOIS, 166S-1709

THE JESUIT

By Hugh J. S.J.*

The year 1656 was an important one for the history of the 
Cliufch in the Rochester, New York, area. In late August or 
September the first missionary, Peter Chaumonot, S.J., then sta
tioned at the Onondaga Mission, entered the Seneca country to 
bring consolation to captive Plurons,;whose enclave among the 
Senecas lay near the present site of East Bloomfield, 
is possible th.at Father Chaumonot offered Mass on this occa
sion, he’has left only an account of the effect of his sermons on 
the pagan Senecas.

.His preaching on the Ten Commandments left the Senecas 
ready to accept all except the prohibition of divorce and polygamy. 
An old. sachem pleaded that without polygamy it svould be im
possible to people the land. The missionary countered with the 
observation that France was 'a much more ..populous area than the 
Seneca country and yet allowed neither divorce nor polygamy. If 
the Senecas abandoned the practice of leaving their wives, when 
they became pregnant, the squaws would soon lose their fear of con
ception, and the birth rate would rise. The men were silenced by 
this argument; the women applauded and offered a feast in grati
tude. Shortly thereafter Father Chaumonot departed, but it is 
probable that he returned at other times until the temporary aban
donment of the Onondaga Mission in 1658.^

.During his second sojourn at Onondaga from 1661 to 1662, 
F.ither Simon LeMoyne visited the Cayuga settlements for a 
month, and it is quite possible, although he has left no account 
of it, that he went to the Seneca country as well. On July 31, 
1663, he left Quebec for a visit to the Senecas to negotiate peace 
between them and the French and to recownoiter the field for

While it

O'

* F'ather Bihler is professor of cultural anthropology at Loyola Sem
inary, Siirub Oak, New York.

1 La Vie dn R. P. Pierre Jos.-Marie Chaar,wnot, de la Compagnie de 
Jesu.'ecrite par lui-mcme par ordre de son Superieur Vann. 16SS (New York, 
18S8), pp. 70-77.

2 Reuben Gold Tlnvaites, ed., The Jesuit Relations and Allied Docu
ments (72 vols., Cleveland, 1896-1901), 47:103.
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JESUIT MISSION AMONG SENECA IROQUOIS S5

■ missionary activity. Since he returned to Quebec only in late 
April of the following year, he had ample opportunity to minister 
to the Huron captives. Again it is probable that he celebrated 
Mas.s for the Hurons, as he had daily during his Onondaga so
journ two years previously.^ Upon his return'to Quebec, Father 
LeMoyne had high hopes for peace and the opening of tire mission 
in the Seneca country. But an accident was to delay- tlie former; 
and other events prevented the establishment of the mission un
til 1668.

The Seneca homeland, when visited by Jesuit .missionaries, lay 
between the eastern drainage lands of the Genesee River and the 
highlands between Lakes Seneca and Cayuga. To tlie east -were 
the Cayugas. West of the Genesee lay the Wenro country.'* The 
southern boundary of the canton rati along the headwaters of the 
Lesser Finger Lakes, and beyond this the Senecas dared not settle , 
until they had finally defeated their enemies the Susquehannas.

The Senecas had been advancing northward for some 150 years, 
and their historic village sites are knoivn.® A large eastern town 
stood on Boughton Llill, and here the Jesuits located their Mis
sion of St. James. At the great rvestern town, on a terrace above 
a bend in Rush Creek, now Rochester Junction, the mission bore 
the title of La Conception. A third village, inhabited by captive 
Flurons, neutrals, and other defeated peoples and under the 
patronage of St. Michael, lay at East Bloomfield. St. Johr.’s 
Mission was located at a smaller western town called GaraJadii-

There may have been another village, Keinviu:-ragoii, now Lima.
Gannondata, slightly'' north of Gandachiragon, but after the devas
tation of their tow-ns by General Denonville in 1687, the Senecas
no longer permanently occupied these village sites. Some of them 
gradually moved toward the Niagara and beyond.®

On November 1, 1668, Father James Fremin, S.J., moved into 
this vast missionary territory.’’ His first consolation in a sea of

8 mi., 197.
* William N. Fenton, “Problems Arising from the North-eastern Posi

tion of the Iroquois,” Smithsonian Miscellaneous Collections, No. 100 
(Washington, D. C., 1940), pp. 186-188, 201.

5 Ibid,, pp. 189, 203, 226-231.
8 AiF., pp. 241-242.
'' Fremin was born at Rheims, France, in 1628. In 1646 he became a 

Jesuit and ten years later came to Canada, where he labored first among
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paganism was the fervor of some of the J.Turon captives, among 
whom he found forty fervent Christians and at least two exem
plary catechists.** It is not surprising, th.erefore, that the Huroiis 
buiit him a chapel in the following year. Ihit the Seneca p.atteru 
of life constituted a real ciiallengc; each year at the begianiug of 
September one-half of the younger braves .set out on the war path; 
the other four or five hundred, with their families, departed for 
the beaver hunt. These occupations eng,aged them for nine months 
of the year. Moreover, for one month before the September exo
dus, owing to drunken orgies, the Indians were practically^ deaf 
to instruction. It was some consolation, however, that only the 

were given to “blood and brandy”; the women andyoun
older men had not yet fallen victims to drink.®

Almost upon his arrival Father Fremin found himself minis-

(T mento
tering to a sick community; a plague was ravaging not only the 
Senecas but even more distant peoples, with such di- 
one

:ffect that
priest alone could not cope with the task of vi,siting the cabins 

to seek out the sick and dying. Fremin therefore summoned 
ihatlicr Julian Gamier from the Onondaga Mission. At the lat
ter’s arrival the plague had abated, but not before having claimed 
a toll of ISO arnongJ;hose who were out huntmgpandjj^iing. Plow 
m_anj;/_s_uccmfibed at home, Fremin does not record.*® Within the 
space of four months he baptized 60 persons and later, probably 
witliin the ne.xt half-year, between 20 and 25, with another dozen
converts in prospect. He noted a number of extraordinary con
versions and the consolation of preparing for torture and death 
tile victims of Seneca warfare.** But one great obstacle to con
version persisted: dream superstition. No matter how bizarre or 
criminal the consequence might be, the Indians believed that every 
dream had to be implemented. While some of the sequels were 
ludicrous others might well have terminated in the death of theo;

the Al,50nquians. In 1667 he founded the Mission of the Mohawks. The 
following year, now superior of all Irociuois missions, he founded the 
Seneca Mission. In 1671 he became superior of the Iroquois Mission of 
St. Francis Xavier at Caiighnawaga, near Montreal. He died at Quebec 
in 1692 with the reputation of a saint.

8 Relations, 54:79-93.
9 Ibid., lot.
to Ibid., 79-81.
It Ibid., 105-107.
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missionary, who had to regard himself as a victim who might be 
tortured at a moment’s noticed-

With the establishment of the Seneca Mission all the Iroquois 
cantons were now supplied witli missionaries. The latter had 
encountered similar problems, and it was now time to outline some 
common strategy. Consequently, Father Fremin summoned the 
fir.st clerical conference to meet, owing to its central location, at 
the Onondaga Mission. On August 26, 1669, the priests con
vened. For the next six days they planned measures to be taken and 
debated how they could cope with the obstacles that were check
ing their efforts to establish the faith in the land of the Iroquois.

On the return journey to the Seneca Mission, Fremlu had as 
companion Father Julian Garnier,^^^ who was to be identified 
w'ith this mission longer than any other priest. Almost at the 
start his missionary career was perilous: at the future St. James 
Mission a drunken Indian tried to assassinate him. Only the 
quick intervention of Frcniin and an Indian woman averted the 
tragedy. For long months Fremin bore the marks of the wounds 
received in shielding his young confrere, although in his own ac
count of the ordeal he mentioned only his admiration for the cour
age of Father Gamier, who never flinched or paled during the 
ordeal.^® For nearly two years the missionaries labored together, 
with Father Gamier conducting a new mission in the small west
ern village of Gandachiragon, later the Mission of St. John. 
Here he perfected himself in the Seneca tongue in order to write 
a dictionary and grammar for the benefit of future missionaries. 
Although only three or four fervent Christians greeted him at his 
arrival, he soon had twenty converts. Nevertheless, he learned 
that the portion of the apostolic missionary is suffering and a total

13

12 Ibid., 95-103.
13 Ibid., 109-113.
11 Gamier was born at St. Brieuc, Brittany, in 1643. Entering the So

ciety at the age of 17, he made his studies in Canada, where he was the 
first Jesuit to be ordained. In 1668 he became attached to the Oneida Mis
sion, later to the Onondaga; and in 1669 he became identified with the 
Seneca Mission until its close in 16S4. In 1702 he returned to reopen the 
Seneca Mission. After its definitive closing he labored at Caughnawaga. 
At his death, Jan. 31, 1730, he had been a priest over 63 years.

15 Relations, 54:117.
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surrender of self to God’s Providence, a life that may be called 
a continual deathd'^

In 1671 Fremin left the Seneca Mission for a new assignment 
at Caughnaw-aga, and Gamier labored alone for a year or more, 
during which lie is credited rvith one hundred baptisms. Mean
while a great trial came to the Hiirons at St. Michael’s when 
fire destroyed their settlement and chapel. They regarded the 
calamity as punisliment for infidelity: many were being deterred 
from baptism by the coinpnisive dream superstition. Daily the 
priest made the rounds of the cabins to instruct and to watch that 
no one died without baptism, 
ported occasional bouts of drunkenness he had been careful to 
note that only the young men were addicted to “blood and 
brandy.” Now even women indulged; and the debauches lasted 
from twelve to fifteen days after the arrival of the liquor caravans. 
.During this time not a fire was lighted, not a meal cooked in the 
cabins. Those who abstained iiad to flee to the woods to save their 
lives or to escape molestation.

After three years on the Seneca Mission, Gamier noted a de
cided chatigc in attitude. Upon his arrival at St. John’s the chiefs 
had assured him that they washed to embrace Christianity and 
had influenced the rank and file to attend instructions. Now the 
people absented themselves, railed against Christianity, and called 
the missionaries spies. When the latter approached their cabins, 
tb.e people appeared indifferent or even hostile. They believed 
that a French army w'as about to invade the land, and Gamier 
observed: “The spiritual interests of these missions depend largely 
upon temporal affairs and above all upon men’s attitude towards 
peace with the French, 
conversion. Gamier gives a rather comprehensive litany of them:

Liberty, which they cherish more than life; pride, which is 
natural to them, as well as inconstancy in their resolutions; 
the impurity wherein they have been reared; their extreme 
attachment to their dreams and superstitious customs; their 
diversions and their ordinary pursuits of the chase and war.

When Father Fremiii had re-17

IS

•'< 'I Yet there were still other obstacles to”19
O,'

10 Ibid., 123.
11 Ibid., 55 :91-93.
18 Ibid., 85.
19 Ibid., 56:91.



JESUIT MISSION AMONG SENECA IROQUOIS 89

which render them far from settled and keep them most of 
the time in the woods and on the warpath; furthermore, the 
demon of intemperance which has possessed them for years—■ 
these are certainly hindrances to the permanent estat3lishment 
of religion among them. After all, it must be remembered 
that these people are strongly opposed to the Faith and that 
a savage’s conversion is a stroke of Heaven.^®

Father Gamier, however, did not intend to indict all the Senecas:
I have observed that it is not so much depravity of morals 

that prevents our savages from becoming Christians as the 
prejudices they have about Christianity. I know nearly two 
hundred families among them, who maintain inviolate the 
marriage bond and lear their children in morality, who keep 
their daughters from undue freedom of intercourse abroacl, 
and from plunging into riots of sensuality, and who would be 
inclined to live Christian lives, if they had the faith.-^
Writing of the Iroquois Missions in the Relations for 1670-71, 

Father Dablon believed that there liad been real progress. The 
missionaries were e.steemcd and trusted. And while some Indians 
lacked the courage to embrace the faith in time of health, they were 
concerned not to be deprived of baptism when they fell ill. Despite 
the clifiiculties to which Gamier alluded, even if they existed at 
the time Dablon wrote, the latter could confidently assert that in 
all the cantons of the Iroquois there was not a family which had 
not been adequately instructed in the principal mysteries of the 
faith.

At the end of July 1672 Father Peter Raffei.x joined Gamier on 
the Seneca Mission.-''’ He assumed the care of the western towns 
with headquarters at Totiakton,^'* the Mission of La Conception, 
while Father Gamier confined himself to the eastern missions of 
St. Michael and St. James. Gamier begged superiors in Quebec

20 Ibid., SS :91.
21 Ibid., 56:69.
22 Ibid., 55 :91.
23 Raffeix was born in 1633 at Clermont, in Auvergne. He arrived in 

Canada in 1663 and served as chaplain on the two French punitive ex
peditions against the Mohawks in 1666 and 1667. Most of his si.xty years 
in Canada were spent as treasurer of the Quebec college and the missions; 
but he had several stints of missionary work: one year at Cayuga and eight 
on tile Seneca Mission. He was an accomplished cartographer. He died at 
Quebec in 1724.

2-1 About 12 miles south of Rochester, at Rochester Junction.
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reside!!t missionary at St. Janies’ Mi.ssion; the pagans there 
could not be in,5trncted .sati.sfactorily '.vitbont anotlier priest; some 
of them died without baptism; and the Se;;ec;!s tlicre complained 
that Gamier spent more time with the Hurons at the nearby mis
sion of St. Micliael than he did with tliem. The population at St. 
James was double that of St. Michael’s, and, if there were a chapel 
and resident missionary, the priest would be relieved of the exces
sive burden of visiting tlie individual cabins for instruction.^'’ 

Father Gamier reported tlouri.sliing conditions i 
The prie.sts were notv granted a hearing, and the Flurons showed 
mai'ked steadfastness in the faith. One axcount noted a total of 
60 baptisms for Gamier: 43 children and 12 adults. Raffeix ad-

Thc fact that most of those 
so many bap-

for a

1672-73.m

niini.stcred the sacrament to 38.^® 
baptized died pointed up a serious problem; since 
tisins were deferred until illness or death, IjGjJldmns begnii.Jp 
regard the .sacrament as_assiiraiice of deatii. Naturally they shrank 
from ft, much to the concern of the missionaries.-’’ Yet, accoi'ding 
to Fatlier Raffeix, a greater obstacle existed; public morality was 
at a low ebb among the Senecas. Many of them possessed a very 
good character and, he believed, the majority of them were much 
less subject to their passions than were Europeans. But with 
tlie corruption that surrounded them, they allowed themselves to 
be engulfed and swayed by evil example a!id while he entertained 
great hope for the future, he had to admit that tlie}! were still too 
weak to resist liunian respect. Some were ashamed to be con-

j, consequently, to under.stand why 
baptisms for his second year on the 

Indians contemplated moving

It is easy2Ssidered Christians."
Raffeix could report only ten 
mission and why it was that some 
to Caughnawaga, where they could practice their faith in a truly 
Christian milieu. At St. Michael’s, among the Flurons, Father 
Gamier proudly reported in 1673-74 that his Christians had pre
served thensseh-es from the scourge of drunkenness. Yet per
sistent addiction to dream superstition and the munnnery of magi-

Hurons from baptism. The majority

■•,0

)a

cal cures kept many pagan

2R Relations, 57:193-195. 
20 Ibid., 199.
27 Ibid., 56:59-61.
2S Ibid., 58:237-239.
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of them now requested baptism but had to be refused until they 
satisfied the missionary that they would resist these superstitions. 
They were, however, solicitous not to die without baptism. In
deed, one influential and intelligent man eloquently counseled 
his relatives when they fell ill to receive baptism, although he 
himself had not asked for it, alleging his unworthiness. Nor
mal instruction routine and alert search for the sick and dying 
consumed most of the missionary’s energy. lie regretted that 
he could not devote more time to the poor captives before their 
agonizing ordeals; their misery and abandonment induced them 
to listen so eagerly to the faith.^®

The Relation for 1675, which chronicles events of the previous 
year, speaks of wars and rumors of wars in the Seneca country. 
The Senecas had worsted the Susquehaunas, their enemies of long 
standing to the south. The resulting victory, howe^'cr, so in
flated them with insolence that they now planned wars against 
the Indian allies of the French and openly talked of attacking the 
French themselves. They even deputed an assassin to deal v.nth 

. Father Gamier; and the pric.st again narrowly e.,scaped the dan
ger, as he had two j^ears previousty. At that time, since it was 
Garnier’s custom to pass the late hours of the night in Iris chapel 

; in prayer, the Indians, noting that he did not retire v.dien they did, 
concluded that he veas a sorcerer. Did not their o^vn sorcerers 
employ these very hours to concoct their evil portions and nefari
ous designs? Yet the missionary was not intimidated:

Therein, my Reverend Father, I am happy; and therein do I 
recognize the blessedness of my mission, which force.s me to 
regard each moment as the last of my life, and to labor joy
fully in this condition for the salvation of these poor souls. 
The sending of a single child to Ileavesi by holy baptism is 
enough to cliange all this bitterness into sweetness.®®

And reporting on the work of the Seneca missionaries, Father 
Dablon wrote;

■O' C. i

All these insolent acts do not prevent the Fathers from per
forming their duties with heads erect; or from teaching in 
the cabins and in their chapels, wherein they have baptized

2» Ibid.. 229-235. 
30 Ibid., 56:61-62.
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over one Iiundred within a year, half of v/liotn died after bap
tism.®^
The story for 1676 echoes conditions of tlie previous year, 

Dabloa reported that the missionaries ha,d more to contend with 
the Seueca and Cayugan Missions than elscwitere. 

and insolence abounded to such an extent that death seemed iin-
with hatchets iit

Arroganceon

minent; the Indians pursued the missionaries 
their hands, ran after them with stones, overturned their chapels 
and cabins and, in a thousand v/ayss, subjected them to infamous 
treatment.®® But the Fathers were prepared for suffering, realiz
ing that only through persecutions and suffering could the Faith

the following year, the unbloodybe planted.®® Unrelentingly, in 
martyrdom continued; as did the heroic labors of the missionaries.

is credited with 55 baptisms. At St. James’ 
ther Pierron, the first resident missionary, had 90 
In the following year, 1678, when Father Pierron

Father Garnu
Mission,
baptisms.®'®
departed, P'ather Gamier and h'ather Ralteix baptized 212 Lidians,

In 1679 insult and attack connsof wiioin only 70 were children, 
tinned. But what especially distressed the missionaries was the
increasing drunkenness:

all-prevail-One may witness for many days in succession 
ing drunkenness in the villages; that means that the greater 
number of the men being drunk, behave like madmen, and run 
about everywhere through the streets and cabins, as if pos- 
.sessed. They commit at these times a thousand insolent 
actions; they fight, and actually tear each other with their 
teeth; you behold wounded, dead and children cast into the 
fire. And when the women take upon themselves to get 
drunk—as is often the case; for they even bring up their chil
dren in this vice, taking pleasure in leading through the

an

'"i

mi
31 Ibid., S9;2S1.
32 76iF., 60:173.
33 Ibid., 173-175.31 .Pierroa was born at Duns-sur-Meuse in 1631. From his earliest years 

in the Society, which he entered at 19, he aspired to the missions. The 
extraordinary success of the Abbe de Nobletz witli religious paintings in 
his missionary and catechetical work in Brittany inspired young Pierron to 

similar visual aids in his apostolate among the Mohawks, with great 
success. Despite a strong natural aversion to the Iroquois way of life, he 
asked to take a vow to remain on the Iroquois mis.sion. He labored among 
the Senecas at St. James from 1674 until 1678. Returning to France, he 
died at Domas in the 'Vosges in 1700.

33 Relations, 61:21.

Pi

use
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streets a young bo}" or girl, 10 or 11 3'cars of age, completely 
drunk—when, I say, the women, as well as the men, take part 
in it, it can be imagined what confusion and disorder that 
produces.®®

When such reveling and orgies 
dently kept to their chapels, 
sued them even there.

prevailed the Fathers pru- 
But the, drunken .savages pur-

Ncverthcless, a number of fervent Christians, great chiefs ruTiong
The mindsthem, were to be found on all the Iroquois missions, 

of these Christians had been weaned from their dream superstition 
divinities and were thoroughly instructed in theand their pagan 

mysteries of the Faith;
In fine, they [the missionaries] have brought things to such 
_. condition that, in order to see Christianity thoroughly and 
finally established among the Iroquois, nothing more is needed 
than to eradicate their intemperate habits.®’^
It can be truthfull^r said that it would be difficult, at the pres
ent time [1679], to find an Iroquois who is not imbued with 

sufficient knowledge of our mysteries to be baptized when- 
God shall be pleased to touch his heart and grant him the 

desire for it.®®
Writing on October 21, 1683, the Superior of the Missions of 

New France cast some further light on the state of the Seneca 
Mission, where Father Gamier was now laboring alone:

a

a
ever

Flardly anyone died at Sonnontouan,®® where Father Gamier 
is, without having pireviously received baptism, although they 
with those of Goiogueu [Cayuga], are most averse to Chris
tianity. He has baptized as many as 138 in one jmar, among 
whom are many adults. It is true that most of the cliildrcn 
are baptized in secret only and that many rebuffs have to be 
endured before it is possible to approach and win adults, but 
nevertheless, there are so many gained for heaven and so 
many intercessors who there pray for their nations.^®

If the increase 'in adult conversions can be taken as index of prog- 
, it would seem that there had been a decided advance, despite

ress

36 Ibid., 159-163.
37 Ibid., 163.
33 Ibid., 237. . , ^
39 A name often used by the French for the Seneca country, 
■to Relations, 62:227.
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adverse conditions and the dearth of missionaries.'*^ In any event, 
this record affords ample evidence of the heroic zeal and persever
ing courage of Father Gamier.

Yet within a year the Seneca Mission was to be closed. In 
1684 all Jesuit missionaries, except the Fathers de Lamberville 
at Onondaga, were withdrawn.'*^ In relation to the missions, it 
wa.s a tragic step; the Mohawks at least, previously so recalcitrant, 
were now entering the Church in large numbers both at Caugh- 
nawaga and in the Mohawk homeland.^® The underlying cause 
v.'as the ambition of both the British and the French for empire. 
More pro.ximate was the struggle for the control of the fur trade, 
and of the Iroquois, who controlled that trade. After having de
feated tlie .Susquehannas, the Iroquois were carrying war to the 
Illij'iois and other tribes to the west,'*'* thus challenging the French, 
^vbo, at Quebec in particular, considered Iroquois supremacy a 
threat to their own existence and to the permanence of the mis
sions among the Iroquois and other tribes. At a conference in 
Quebec on October 10, 1682, it was decided that war with the 
Iroquois had become inevitable. What delayed its commencement 
for five more j’ears was the colony’s state of unpreparedness. 
Apj)eal '.vas made to the King for sufficient reinforcements, under 
the pica that the British were abetting the ambition of the Iroquois 
and poisoning the minds of the savages against the French.'*® In- 
dc-ed, Governor Dongan resented the influence of the French mis-

1

narics upon the Iroquois and, in .an effort to counteract it, asked 
to send English Jesuits to man the missions which the

His attitude is clear

.S!

his Ki
French Jesuits had started in New York.""* 
from his refusal to allow the Jesuits to return to their missions 
after Denonville’s v/ar on the Senecas,'*'^ whose punishment, the
French hoped, would overawe the other Iroquois, who were less 
numerous and warlike.*®

« Ib!(f.
Edmund B. O’Callaghaii, ed., Documents Relative to the Coloma! His

tory of the State of Nesv York (45 vols., Albany, 1853-87), IX, 227, 256. 
He'reafler DRCHNY. Relations, 62:227.

Relations, 62:237.
4-s Ibiil., 159-161.
-is Ibid., 157-165.
« DRCHNY, III, 394, 463, 465, 511, 519.

Ibid., Ill, 511.
■18 Relations, 64:241-243.

•12
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linst the Senecas materialized in 1687. 
Seneca JiCi-ssion. In 1702, a year

Denoiiville’s campaign aga
For eighteen years there

had been reestablished, missionaries once more re- 
Father Julian Gamier and Father 
An extant report describes their

A'as no
aiter peace 
turned to the Seneca country. 40

Francis Vaillant de Guesli;
reception by the Senecas.

We take this occasion to inform you that Sieur de Callieres 
had received through the French returning from tlie estab
lishment of the missionaries among the Senecas, letters from 
Father Vaillant, in ivhich the latter notes that upon their 
arrival, there had been some di.scu.ssion among the chiefs of 
these villages, because of the failure to consult them in regard 
to the request that had been made to Sieur de Callieres for 
these mis-sionaries; since they had been absent from the vil- 

at the, time that the envoys departed; but finally they all 
;reat joy at hardng the missionaries;

them [the missionaries] 
to defend them

lagestestified to their very 
and, if the English attemjstecl to abuse 
they-' would take no less effective measures 
than did the Onondagas.®^
At a conference held in the following year with the new Gov

ernor of Quebec, the Seneca chief Oroniatez, .speaking for himself 
and another Seneca chief, La Grande Terre, thanked the Frendi 
governor for sending- the missionaries and solemnly averred that no 
matter what attempts the Elnglish made to seize them, the Senecas 
would rather die than allow them to be driven from the villages.®" 
This attacliment to the Faith and to the missionaries is all the 

rkablc since tlie Iroquois considered the punitive ex
pedition of 1687 an act of treachery and were constantly urged 

against the French and to expel the missionaries. The 
ffered bounties for the deliverance of the mis-

more rema

to war
English had even o 
sionaries into their hands.

It is not known exactly when Father Gamier left the mission. 
He was there in 1704. Father Vaillant remained until 1707, when 

replaced by Father Janies d’Heu, the last of the mission-
The mission dosed finally in
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1709, wlieii-'-thc machinations of tlie British made it impossible 
to stay longer. Father d’Heu was escorted back to Canada by 
forty .Seneca brave.s.^'

With the departure of Father d’Hcu, the story of the cstal)Iished 
Catholic mission among the Senecas comes to an abrupt close. 
E.-ccept for meager details of the arrival of the missionaries in 
Canada and indications of unrest in the Iroquois country,®® there 
is no detailed account of the successes or failures of the mission
aries in the last period, 1702-09. It was a blessing indeed that 
Dongan’s grandiose plan to replace the French Jesuits with their 
English brethren had not materialized. As soon as Doiigau was 
superseded in 1688, and especially after William and Mary re
stored the Protestant supremacy, there was no further tolerance 
for Jesuits or any other priests in the New York colony. The 
Iroquois missions could not have enjoyed their brief new lease 
in 1702 had Dongaii been succc.ssful in his plan.®® Coming from 
an enemy, the indirect tribute which Robert Living.ston paid to 
the work of the Jesuits, even in 1703, is eloquent. After urging 
the Lords of Trade in London to send ministers to take over 
where the Jesuits would soon leave off, if the British had their 
way, he remarked; “The nations of the Senecas and the Onondagas 
have received such impression of the Christian religion that, if 
ministers were placed among them to convert t’lem to the Chris
tian faith, it world be of great advantage to her Majesty’s plan
tations.”®’’

After 1709 the Indians were deprived of resident missionaries, 
contrary to their desires. Replying to New York Governor Bur
net’s complaints in 1721, French Governor Vaudreuil wrote:

You observe to me that you have also been notified that the 
Indians of the Five Nations were about to receive French 
priests and a blacksmith; and that M. de Lorigueuil had gone 
to that country for such purpose, and to put a finishing hand 
to persuade the Indians to withdraw from their ancient de
pendence. In reply to this, I have the honor to observe to 
you that M. de Longueuil is adopted by the Onontaguez

C' X
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Onondagas. . , . The Senecas have twice sent me delegates 
from their villages urgently to entreat me to send them two 
missionaries, having expressed to me their regret at the with
drawal of those they formerly had. I told them by M. dc 
Imngueuil that if they would come to get some, I would have 
them supplied, not considering myself at liberty to refuse this 
favor to Indians who believed themselves to be independent.

As a matter of fact Jesuit missionaries stationed at Caughnawaga 
often visited the Onondagas and Senecas, as well as the other 
Iroquois.®“ And as the Senecas gradually moved farther west
ward toward the Niagara and its French fort, those who cared to 
avail themselves of the ministry of the chaplains at the fort could 
do so. Father Emanuel Crespcl, for instance, while acting as 
chaplain at the fort from 1729 to 1732, learned the Seneca lan
guage and conversed wdth the Indians.®®

In 17S8 Samuel Kirkland, a Presbyterian missionary, who be
fore his ordination had lived briefly among the Senecas at Kana- 

. desegca, went as an invited guest to a great meeting of the Six 
Nations®^ and some western Indians at the Seneca center on 
Buffalo Creek. His purpose was to learn whether the Senecas 
would accept missionaries. Pie met many old friends, who greeted 
him cordially:

With some he had a long conference respecting a missionary, 
if one could be provided. They declined giving a decisive 
ansrver; but observed that, as they had long been acquainted 
with me, it would be well if I should visit them again and con
verse freely wdth them on the subject, and give them an op
portunity to do the same; and that there were many among 
them who were fond of the English customs and some carried 
their children to Niagara for baptism; but that they had heard 
that I declined administering baptism to children, unless the 
parents would renounce their wicked practices and promise 
to embrace the wFole of Jesus’ religion. They had never 
been accustomed to make such promises but were told that

6S

58 Ihiil., IX, 902. _
50 Edward J. Devine, S.J., Historic Caughnazvaga (Montreal, 1923), 

p. 167.
60 Frank H. Severance, An Old Frontier of France: The Niagara Re

gion and Adjacent Lakes under French Control (Buffalo Hist. Soc. Publi
cations), I (New York, 1917), 296-297.

With the admission of the Tuscaroras to the league, the Iroquois be
came the Six Nations.
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their cihidrcn should have Jesus' .mark set upon them, ns they 
v.'cre not to bkimo tor anything the panmts had comniiUed.®-

.Kirkland’s grandson-biograoher comments on tiiis experience;
It would see.m from the whole account of this conference that 
the Senecas, while they liad a great re; 
a strong affection for himself personall_
of Christianity; they evidently were not disposed to receive 
a missionary of hi.s order; t!;ey preferred an _Episco]raI 
Roman Catholic, who would baptize their children without 
any evidence of personal regeneration in the parents.'^''’
The Jesuits at Caughnawaga had other effectual means of 

serving the faith among the Iroquois. In a report to France, dated 
October 25, 1729, Governor Beauharriois wrote from Quebec of a 
plan proposed by the superior of the Caughnawaga Mission. 
For .some time deputations of Catholic Iroquois Indians had been 
sent from Caughnawn
su.ade their I'clafives to emigrate to Caiighn 
had been good. But the poverty at Cau.ghnawaa'a 
impossible to supply the needs of the number that came, and as 
a result some Indians returned home. Father de Lauzon, the su
perior at Caughnawaga, pleaded with the governor for funds, to 
care for all who should come. The governor approved of the 
suggestion and tried to enlist the home government.

Another zealous priest, the Sulpician Father Francis Picquet, al
so concerned himself with the Senecas and otlier Iroquois. Remem
bering his experiences as chaplain on a French expedition to the 
Mohawlr country, when he liad seen for himself how much the 
Indians longed for and needed spiritual care, he established in 
1749, at what is now Ogdensburg, a mission which he called Fort 
Presentation. At the start there were only six heads of families 
there. In the following year he had 87, while in 1751 the number 
had mounted to 396. At its peak the mission counted 3,000 Iro
quois. At first the Indians were recruited mostly from the Cayu- 
gas and Onondagas, but in 1751 Father Picquet organized an expe
dition to the various Iroquois cantons, including that of the Sene-

82 Samuel K. Lothrop, “Life of Samuel Kirkland,” in Jared Sparks, ed.. 
The Uibrarv of Amencaii Biography (Boston, 1848), pp. 137-364.

83 Ibid., pp. 286-287.
DRCHNY, IX, 1041.
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cas, who were now to be found along the Niagara and in the old 
liomeland along the Genesee. Some of the Senecas eventually 
settled at Fort Presentation.'^®

As eariy as 16.57 Father Paul Le Jcune, voicing high hope for 
the Senecas, Irad outlined the conditions under which that hope, 
could be realized:

A former captain of the Oiogoen [Cayugas] came to see me 
on behalf of his whole nation. He requested Achiendase®® 
to give them some of our Fathers, assuring him that they 
would erect a chapel for them, and that the people desired to 
be instructed in our faith. He was given Father Rene Men
ard and two Frendnnen; notwithstanding our scarcity of 
workmen. Father Chaumonot is to accompany him as far 
as Oiogoen; from there he will go to Sonnontouan [ Seneca 
country] to lay afar the foundations of a fine mission; and to 
sow the seeds of a great harvest, which we hope to gather, if 
it please God to preserve peace for us and to send us work
men.
It is difficult to determine how great the harvest was. 

the discontinuance in 1673 of the publication in France of the Re
lations, the data, although fuller than after that date, were still 
largely selective. They could scarcely have been otherwise, since 
the annual letters or reports, which constituted the Relation, 
accounts of missions that at one time extended 800 leagues west 
of Quebec®® and from Fludson Bay to Louisiana. After 1673 an 
adequate picture of the mission is impossible.

Indications of mission success were, in the first place, the num
ber of converts, as shown in the number of baptisms administered, 
and, secondly, the extent .and effectiveness of religious instruction, 
even though baptism did not result. For baptism, except in 
danger of death, was not conferred except when there was the best 
warrant that the neophyte would persevere, in spite of the mul
tiple, major difficulties that were all too evident in hisT^pagan sur
roundings. But it was not only the difficulties inherent in pagan-
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isin that made cor.vcrsion difficult. The Senecas, during the mis
sion period, were almost constantly engaged in war. It was really 
a question, not of peace, but of more or fewer "wars.

In addition, the number of bapli.sm.s is difficult to determine. 
For the second period of the mission, there is a total blackout of 
such information from the three missionaries, and even during 
the first period their predecessors made no complete record each 
year. In all, omitting one baptism iterformed by Father Chau- 
monot, there is a grand total of 969 baptisms.®® At first glance, 
the number does not seem impressive for seven priests who, for 
different lengths of time, labored for a total of 23 years. But, ex
cept for Raffeix and Gamier, they were there for comparatively 
short periods. Iiloreover, even the figures scarcely reveal the 
actual number of Christians; many baptized Huroiis preceded the 
missionaries, and many of those baptized died soon after baptism. 
Whatever the number, it represented cxemplaig/ Christians, 
“goodly number of fervent Christians” was to be found among 
tlic Iroquois according to the estimate of Fathei- Dal)lon, who 
further remarked that by 1679 over 4,000 Iroquois had received 
baptism.

A second criterion for judging the success of the mission is the 
extent to wdiich even the pagans w-ere instructed in the Faith. In 
the Relation for 1679 Father Dablon observed:

But again it is no inconsiderable fruit of the labors of our 
missionaries to have published the gospel so widely among 
all the five nations [Iroquois] that we can truthfully say that 
it would be difficult, at the present time, to find an Iroquois 
who is not imbued with a sufficient knowledge of our mys
teries to be baptized whenever God shall be pleased to touch 
his heart and grant him the desire for

®® Reported baptisms for 
Fremin 
Gamier alone 
Gamier & Raffeix 
Gamier, Raffeix, &

Pierron 
Raffeix alone 
Pierron alone

o
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197 Chaumonot
LeMoyiie
Morain
Vaillant
d’Heu
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0
0100
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969
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In the light of conditions under wliich the missionaries labored, 
this achievement is truly astounding. Father Beschefer, who had 
served on the Moliawk mission and therefore knew the ground, 
considered the Iroquois missions the hardest of all, not so much . 
because of physical hardships, in which the Algonquian mission 
excelled, but for the unldoody martyrdom which the mission en
tailed. Practically at all times the priests lived in peril of their 
lives from hostile pagans, instigated at times by the British, and 
from drunken savages. If there were no actual martyrs, the Sene
ca mission, in the opinion of Beschefer, was “most fruitful in 
crosses.”’'^

Long before there was a Seneca mission, St. John de Brebeuf, 
then laboring among the Hurons, voiced the keynote o£ Jesuit 
mission strategy:

The deputies of the whole [Huron] country have gone to 
Sonnontouan [Seneca country] to confirm the peace made last 
year, and it is said that Onondagas, Cayugas, and Mohawks 
wish to become parties to it. But it is not certain; if it rvere 
true, a noble door would be open to the Gospel. They wanted 
me to go to Sonnontouan, hut I did not judge it wise to go 
yet into any other part, until we have better established here 
the foundation of the Gospel law, and until rve have drawn 
lines by which the other nations that shall be converted may 
guide themselves. Indeed, I would not go any place where 
we would tiot be immediately recognized as preachers of 
Jesus Christ.
A similar ideal inspired the missionaries among the Senecas. 

Without it they could never have cndiired. Realization of the 
full harvest was denied them; and, except for the Senecas rvho 
eventually became Protestant or found haven at a Catholic mis
sion elsew'here, their charges lapsed back into paganism late 
in the 18th or early in the 19th century. But if the Jesuits could 
not remain long enough to make wholesale conversions, they at 
least forever changed many native religious and moral ideas. 
Frederick Houghton concludes his excellent study of the Senecas 
with words attributed to John Gilmary Shea :

But it is a remarkable fact that the Jesuit Missionaries, while 
they did not succeed in making the Five Nations Christian,

” 72 Ibid., 62:223.
T3 Ibid., 8:117.
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overthrew the worship of Agreskoue or Tharoahiawagan, 
their old divinity, so completely that his narne disappeared 
tuid even those frcquois who to 1:l!!s day refuse to accept 
Ch.ristianity nevertheless worship Hiio or Havveri-nno, God 
or Lord, ’Who is no other than the God preadu-d by the 
Jesuits in their almost hopeless struggle in the seventeenth 
centiir}'.

Frederick Houghton, “The Seneca Natioti_ from 1655 to Ifyb,” Bulle- 
ii)i of the Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences, X, 2 (Buffalo, 1910), p.
A diligent search of Sliea, History of the Catholic Missions in the 0
States, did not reveal this passage. But the ide.as expres.sed are dearly in
dicated on pp. 25, 255, 267, 276, 279, and 316. The passage could not be 
found in Shea, History of the Catholic Church in the United States.
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