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Warfare and Weapons1 

 

General comments:  With the exception of the Huron/Wendat, Miami, and Ottawa, very few 

of the early writers provided specific information regarding the early war practices and customs 

of Michigan’s Tribes, although they commented on the warriors’ abilities in warfare.  Negative 

opinions often reflected the fact that Native-American war practices as described below were 

very different from the practices used by Europeans.  In order to produce maximum fire power 

and casualties, Europeans massed together highly disciplined soldiers in formation and fought 

in the open.    

 

As described below under the heading for the Huron/Wendat, Native Americans preferred to 

break into small groups who would attack and capture small groups of individuals who were 

farming or hunting, or slipping into an enemy camp at night to surprise their occupants.  Once 

the warriors had achieved their objective, they left before a counterattack could be mounted.  

Their primary goals were to capture prisoners, inflict casualties, and to suffer as few losses as 

possible [Kinietz, pp. 82-83].   

 

War parties were usually organized and agreed to by a Tribal Council.  Native Americans had 

great respect for individuality; therefore it is important to understand that Tribal Chiefs or 

Captains as the French referred to them did not govern their members by commands and 

absolute power; they had no means to compel anyone to do their duty in war or on any other 

issue [Kinietz, p. 54; Brandão,2 p. 19].  

 

                                                 
1 Most of the descriptions found in this guide can be found in William C. Sturtevant and Bruce Trigger, Handbook 

of North American Indians (Washington, D.C., The Smithsonian Institution, 1978), Vol. 15, hereafter HNAI; W. 

Vernon Kinietz, The Indians of the Western Great Lakes 1615-1760 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Ann Arbor Paperback 

and The University of Michigan Press, 1972, 2nd printing).  Readers can also consult the following references: 

Emma Helen Blair, editor and translator, The Indian Tribes of the Upper Mississippi Valley and Region of the Great 

Lakes (Cleveland, Ohio: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1912), Vols. 1 and 2, especially Nicolas Perrot, Memoir on 

the Manners, Customs, and Religion of the Savages of North America, and Claude Charles Leroy Bacqueville de La 

Potherie/LaPotherie, History of the Savage Peoples who are allies of New France; Armand Louis Lom d’Acre, 

baron de Lahontan, and Reuben Gold Thwaites (editor) New Voyages to North America (Chicago: A.C, McClurg 

and Co., 1905). Additional accounts can be found in: Samuel (de) Champlain, The Works of Samuel Champlain 

(Toronto, Ontario: The Champlain Society, 1922-1936; six volumes); Joseph François Lafitau, S.J., William Nelson 

Fenton, and Elizabeth L. Moore (editors), Customs of the American Indians Compared With Customs of Primitive 

Tribes (Toronto: The Champlain Society, 1974 and 1977); Ruben Gold Thwaites, editor, The Jesuit Relations and 

Allied Documents (Cleveland: The Burrows Brothers.  Available online at:  

(http://puffin.creighton.edu/jesuit/relations/ ); University of Toronto and Université Laval, Dictionary of Canadian 

Biography Online, (www.biographi.ca/index-e.html ), hereafter DCB. 
2 José António Brandão, Your Fyre Shall Burn No More (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1997).  

http://puffin.creighton.edu/jesuit/relations/
http://www.biographi.ca/index-e.html
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Jefferys’ illustration of Native-American Weapons, p. 36. 

 

Daniel Richter’s3 explanation of Iroquois’ customs regarding war is helpful to understanding the 

strategies preferred by Native Americans living in the Great Lakes [emphasis added]:  

 

A warrior’s success was measured not only by his bravery but by his ability to seize 

prisoners and bring them home for adoption or execution.  Capturing enemies earned 

greater glory than killing them on the spot and taking their scalps, and none of the benefits 

that Europeans combatants derived from war – territorial expansion, economic gain, 

plunder of the defeated – outranked the seizure of prisoners.   

 

The same factors that made captives so central to warfare produced strong sanctions 

against the loss of Iroquois lives in battle.  A war party that, by European standards, 

seemed on the brink of triumph could be expected to retreat if it suffered even a few 

fatalities.  For the Five Nations and their neighbors, such a campaign was no victory; 

casualties would subvert the purpose of warfare as a means of replacing the dead with 

captives.  In contrast to European notions that to perish in combat was acceptable and 

even honorable, Iroquois beliefs as recorded in later eras made death in battle a frightful 

prospect, though one that must be faced bravely if necessary.  The slain, like all who 

perished violently, were excluded from the villages of the dead, doomed to spend a roving 

eternity seeking vengeance.  Both in capture and in the afterlife, a person taken in combat 

faced perpetual separation from his family and friends. 

 

Efforts to minimize fatalities accordingly underlay several tactics that contemporary Euro-

Americans considered to be cowardly: fondness for ambushes and surprise attacks, 

unwillingness to fight when outnumbered, avoidance of frontal assaults on heavily fortified 

places, massed confrontations between armored men who could do each other little 

physical harm.  Defensive strategies shared the emphasis.  Spies in enemy villages and a 

network of scouts warned of invading war parties before they could harm Iroquois 

villages.  If intruders did enter Iroquoia, defenders attacked from ambush, but only if they 

felt confident of repulsing the enemy without too many losses on their own.  The people 

retreated behind their town palisades or, if the enemy appeared too strong to resist, burned 

                                                 
3 Daniel K. Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse-The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the Era of European 

Colonization (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 36-38. 
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their own villages to prevent invaders from occupying the fortifications and fled into the 

woods or to neighboring communities.  Houses and food supplies thus might be lost 

temporarily, but unless the invaders achieved complete surprise, the lives and much of the 

spiritual power of the people remained intact.  In general, when Iroquois were at a 

disadvantage, they preferred flight or an insincerely negotiated truce to the costly last 

stands that earned glory for European warriors.   

 

Many authors claim that the primary motivation for the Iroquois wars against the French and 

their Allies was economic and used the term “Beaver Wars” to describe them.  Brandão 

examined the primary sources for all references involving the Iroquois in warfare and concluded 

that there was no evidence for this theory.  He argued that the Iroquois were motivated by the 

“reasons that traditionally fueled Native warfare: to replenish their populations, safeguard 

hunting territories, protect their homes, gain honor, and seek revenge” [Brandão, passim – 

summary tables of various sorts documenting Iroquois participation in warfare during the 17th 

century]. 

 

In spite of the criticisms of some Europeans about Native-American guerilla tactics, many 

French-Canadian military leaders such as Joseph François Hertel, sieur de LaFresnière, and 

his sons led highly successful raids against the New England colonies during King William’s 

War (1688-1697) and Queen Anne’s War (1702-1713) capturing numerous colonists who chose 

to remain in New France, converted to Catholicism, and married.  Hertel’s success was partially 

based on Native-American techniques learned during his captivity by the Iroquois.  [DCB of 

Hertel, and his sons Zacharie Hertel de LaFresnière and Jean Baptiste Hertel de Rouville].  

 

Huron/Wendat: The most common cause of warfare among Native Tribes was murder; 

therefore, the Huron/Wendat made every effort to suppress the murder of an ally.   The 

Huron/Wendat made heavy payments to the family of the deceased; the amount paid depended 

on the value that the Huron placed on trade with that Tribe or Nation.  Since individual families 

could not afford to make the payments, every clan and village contributed to a fund that was 

administered by a chief who used the funds to not only pay off a murder or “cover the dead,” but 

also to arrange treaties and exchange prisoners [HNAI, p. 384]. 

 

Based on their fear of the Iroquois, the Huron/Wendat  held annual special councils to determine 

how many men could leave Huronia every year for purposes of trade or war, so that they would 

not leave the villages without a sufficient number of warriors to defend the villages.  Although 

additional men were not prevented from leaving the village, they were condemned and regarded 

as foolish and imprudent [Kinietz, p. 60]. 

 

Theoretically, anyone could organize a war party, but in most cases it was left to experienced 

war chiefs.  After plans had been made in secret, a war feast was held before the warriors 

departed.  Spring and summer raids usually involved 500 to 600 warriors, but larger parties were 

involved in the later years of Huronia’s existence.  The ultimate aim for the war party was to 

return with captives.  The warriors wore body armor made of tightly laced sticks, and carried a 

wooden shield that covered their entire body, or a smaller shield made of boiled leather.  Their 

weapons consisted of war clubs and bows and arrows.  In addition to carrying their weapons, 

each warrior carried a sack of roasted corn meal which would provide him with food for the 
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expedition which might last six weeks to two months.  Once the Huron warriors arrived in 

enemy territory, they broke into small groups of five or six men who would capture isolated 

individuals who were working in fields.  In addition to returning with captives, the warriors 

would bring back the heads or scalps of those killed; the scalps were dried and hung from the 

palisade during times of war.  [Kinietz, pp. 82-89; HNAI, p. 386]. 

 

If too many prisoners were captured, some were killed if the captives would needlessly delay the 

retreat.  The war chiefs who led the raid determined the ultimate fate of the prisoners.  Women 

and children were usually adopted by a Huron/Wendat family who had lost a family member 

through warfare.  Other prisoners were distributed among the villages that participated in the 

raid.  The torture and death of prisoners involved all the members of a village and could 

ultimately result in the village members eating the heart and other parts of the prisoner’s body.  

Jean de Brébeuf, S.J., explained that if a prisoner had endured his torture bravely, the roasted 

heart was distributed to young men because they believed that eating the heart would make them 

more courageous.  Champlain was not impressed with the Huron/Wendat’s ability as warriors, 

but was impressed with the secure way that they retreated, placing all of the wounded and the old 

people in their midst, surrounded by the strongest warriors until they reached a place of safety    

[Kinietz, pp. 85-86, 88; HNAI, p. 386].  

 

Petun/Tobacco: None of the early writers described Petun/Tobacco warfare and weapons. 

 

Miami: Miami war chiefs were primarily concerned with the ritual aspects of war.  An 

individual who wanted to advocate war carried a red wampum belt to all of the war chiefs 

inviting them to a council.  If the chiefs agreed to war, they summoned the warriors to a meeting 

where they explained their decision and outlined their plans.  The night before their planned 

expedition, the members of the war party brought their sacred personal packs to the council 

house where they were combined into one bundle that would be carried by the shaman who 

would lead the march.  This was followed by a war dance that lasted all night.  War chiefs could 

form smaller parties made of family or village members; these groups departed without the 

public rituals.  Younger men who accompanied the warriors served them by cooking, gathering 

firewood, collecting water, and repairing moccasins.  If a woman who had lost a relative had a 

dream which sanctioned her leading a war party and carrying the war pack or bundle and her 

dream was accepted by the council as valid, she could carry out the war council’s instructions, 

but her role was a ritual one, rather than military.  Defeated war parties or those who had 

suffered losses returned to their villages without any ceremonies or public announcements, but 

the return of successful war parties was accompanied by a number of rituals that started with the 

“Buffalo Dance” and ended several days later with the distribution of the individual packs to 

their owners [HNAI, p. 685]. 

 

Ojibwa/Chippewa: The early writers did not describe Ojibwa/Chippewa warfare and weapons.   

 

Ottawa: In 1615, Champlain described the Ottawa as carrying clubs, bows, arrows, a round 

shield made of buffalo leather; he believed that they were great warriors.  Guns were not 

available in quantity until about 1670.  Lahontan wrote that they contented themselves with 

seeking the Iroquois when they were on hunting or fishing trips far from their villages.  War 

customs included scalping, torturing prisoners of war and eating their flesh.  Some prisoners 
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were adopted to replace members of the Tribe who had died [Kinietz, pp. 244, 251; HNAI, p. 

777]. 

 

Potawatomi: The early writers did not describe Potawatomi warfare and weapons. 

 


