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War under Heaven

Pontiac, the Indian Nations, and the British Empire

By Gregory Evans Dowd
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lustrations, maps, notes, index. $32.00.)

In War under Heaven, Gregory Evans
Dowd offers a brilliant reinterpreta-
tion of the causes and consequences
of Pontiac’s War (1763-1765), a se-
ries of violent conflicts between west-
ern Indians and British soldiers that
left thousands dead or displaced.
Based on a vast array of primary re-
search, Dowd’s study transcends old
debates about the character of Pontiac
himself to reveal the cultural, social,
and political context within which the
war occurred. Along the way, he crafts
a bold argument about the place of
Indian peoples within the first Brit-
ish Empire.

For well over a century, historians
have vigorously debated the causes of
the war. Francis Parkman, who wrote
the first and most enduring account
in 1851, treated the war as a “con-
spiracy,” planned by the cunning and

despotic Pontiac who gained support
for his murderous designs through
intimidation and deceit. More recent
studies have sidelined the issue of
Pontiac’s leadership and shifted to
arguments about land ownership, the
failure of British diplomacy, or the
anti-Indian sentiments of westward-
moving colonists.

Although Dowd makes ample al-
lowance for each of these theories, he
concludes that the war arose from In-
dians’ deeper concerns about their sta-
tus within the British Empire, which,
he forcefully proposes, “emerged as the
single most important issue in Pontiac’s
‘War, far more important than, for ex-
ample, trade, Indian hating, or even
title to the lands themselves” (p. 2).
Many developments, ranging from
British officers’ dismissive language
to their tightfisted trade policy, con-
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vinced Pontiac and his allies that In-
dians had no standing within the
empire. Thus, although Indian na-
tions at Detroit had immediate com-
plaints different from those at Fort Pitt
or Niagara, they nevertheless shared
a common fear that the British wished
to exclude them or, worse, reduce
them to slavery. Encouraged by the
revivalist spirituality of the Delaware
prophet Neolin, Indians from very
different places with very different
material concerns joined to reclaim
their power and their homelands.

Most readers will likely accept as
convincing (perhaps even definitive)
Dowd’s explanation of the war’s ori-
gins. His description of the conflict’s
military and diplomatic history will
likewise earn well-deserved praise for
its eloquence and concision. For a
single work to synthesize such a broad
and complex movement with such
clarity is a rare and most impressive
accomplishment.

If there is any area of Dowd’s ar-
gument that will inspire disagree-
ment, it is his description of the war’s
legacy. Especially in the last fifteen
years, historians have tended to argue
that Pontiac’s War taught British au-
thorities a powerful and costly lesson.
Rather than dominating Indians, they
learned that they had to trade with
them more fairly, treat them more
kindly, and prevent their own expand-
ing population from overrunning In-
dian lands. Dowd rejects this inter-
pretation as “dangerously misleading”
(p. 234). Instead, he maintains that
even after the war British colonists
and administrators alike “shared in
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the conviction of British superiority
and in the expectation that Indians
would, before long, surrender their
homelands to British subjects who
were racially white” (p. 174). Dowd
reveals an imperial policy that at ev-
ery level sought to push Indians be-
yond the legal and geographic bound-
aries of the empire. Considering
Indians neither subjects nor sover-
eigns, Dowd argues that British policy
from this period anticipated John Mar-
shall’s characterization of Indians as
“domestic dependent nations” (p. 188).

Dowd’s argument leaves little
room for those within the empire, in
England or North America, who
wished either to integrate Indians as
subjects or to treat them as fully sov-
ereign allies. Nor does Dowd’s ap-
proach allow for the many ironies and
ambiguities that surrounded discus-
sions of Indians’ status, especially
when it came to the idea of race.
What, for example, are we to make of
William Johnson and Jehu Hay, men
who, according to Dowd, wished all
Indians to be either dominated or
destroyed? Johnson fathered eight
children with a Mohawk woman and
Hay married into a prominent métis
family west of Detroit. How did these
men envision the status of their own
extended families? How did their
policies toward Indian peoples reflect
enmities between their kin and other
Indian nations? Did they wish, in the
ways that Dowd implies, to exclude
their own relatives from the empire
on racial grounds?

These minor, and perhaps unan-
swerable, questions are not meant to
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diminish Dowd’s remarkable achieve-
ment. Even if the racial boundaries
of Indians’ status are not always
probed as critically as this reader
would have liked, War under Heaven
is still an exceptionally rich and re-
warding book. It offers the finest treat-
ment we have of the causes and course
of the war, and a provocative inter-
pretation of its legacies. Even those
who disagree with Dowdss final con-
clusions will find themselves rethink-
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ing the conflict, the region, and the
period for some time to come.
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Stephane Elise Booth’s Buckeye Wom-
en, published to commemorate the
bicentennial of Ohio’s statehood, pro-
vides general readers with a useful and
readable overview of the heroic roles
women played in Ohio’s history. Fol-
lowing a chapter on the frontier pe-
riod, Booth considers the history of
Ohio women through the twentieth
century in topically organized chap-
ters focusing on employment, the suf-
frage movement and political activ-
ism, reform movements and benevo-
lent projects, cultural and leisure ac-
tivities, and religious and educational
institutions.

Each chapter relies on a range of
historical scholarship and primary
sources to provide chronological and
geographical coverage, although the
topical organization does give rise to

occasional repetition. Less under-
standable, however, is the author’s
decision to place her discussion of
Ohio women’s struggle for the vote
and subsequent political activity
(chapter 3) before a detailed analysis
(chapter 4) of the anti-slavery, tem-
perance, and moral reform move-
ments from which suffrage activity
later arose. While African-American
women appear in every chapter, the
author excludes Sojourner Truth’s fa-
mous speech at the 1851 Akron
women’s rights convention, a speech
which has recently been the subject
of considerable historical controversy.
More troubling, the book gives almost
no attention to the Native American
women whose peoples first inhabit-
ed the region. On those occasions
when a Native American woman does





