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I 
N a 19BO essay on Bllly the Kld, Irish writer and 
erltlc mtm O m l e  observed. W r  Brltah the 
~rlsh are the Indlns to the far west, ~ircllng the 
w a g ~ n s  ofhperlal clclvlllzatlon. Once In Amerlea 
of murse, the Irlsh cease to be the Indlans and 
become the eowboya. They are the Indlan ldllers 
and the clearen of the wilderneas." What. then, 

am we to make of 81r Wllllam Johnson, England's Msh- 
bom, 18th century emssary toNatlve Americans? Dld he 
play the part ofernblttered Irishman, once emasculated 
but now full of swagger In the presence of an even weaker 
people? Or dld he sally forth as a pmud EngllafshmaR 
checked oniy by aiamillar fear ofunfamlllar swages? 

JohnSon dld nefther. As O m l e  shows In hls ~xcellent 
new blomhv.  “White Savage: WLlUam Johnson and the 

had pabt%b& negotiated, encraached uncheckfd 
onto Imquok lands and took what they wanted. Thb be 
trayal, whkh embittered Johnson, Is an all-bfamUInr 
etory In Amerlcn. O m l e  reglsters outrage wlthsubtiety, 
namlng the chapter In whlch the Brltlsh dlslneenuously 
Inwked mdlan aaveeerytojuNV thelrmtlons. -- 
lam: 

Much hen been wrltten about Johnson. so why an- 
other book? For one thlng, the standard mr8. by Wton 
Hamilton, denln mainly with Johnson% mllltary career 
anddoesnotcoverthelast 10yearsofhhWe.Foranother, 
no one has explored Johnson's Irlshldentlty oreKamined 
Np subgtantlal place In Amerlcnn mythology. O m l e  
m a k e s t h e s e h i s p m f m .  

On theiaceoflt. J o h n s o n ' s l o y a l t y t o ~ d w e -  
fectton of hls Irish rots. He led a group of whlte rangers 
who fought the m c h  mostlyout o r h e w  for Catholles. 
and he cssually converted to ProtesUrnttun. leat any 
fears of popery stand In hh ambltlous way. He even 
bought Irish Indentured servants. In addltlon to many 
slaves. But O m l e  shom thst the erdwhlle Cathollc 
had aaellc blood In hls velns. Kls department of Indian 
a t l m  was athomugtQ Irlsh outtlt, staffed wlth relatives 
and inends from home. After he retlred to tend hls enor- 
momland holdlnga, he created somethlngofan Irlsh feu- 
daltownby welcoming Smttlsh and Irlsh tenantsand or- 
g d z h g  raucous St. Patrick's Day lesthrals mmplete 
wlth grensed-hog chases. The most rtveallnglncldent, as 
OTbole shrewdly observes from Johnson's mrrespon- 
dence. was Johnson's reaction to England's attempt to la- 
bents ~ndlan allies ~r i t iah subjects. The pmposal, a mere 

~nventlin ; r imerla-  the Irish colonist was a remark- 
ably successful Intermediary between England and the 
Iroquois mnfederacy, as well rn apragmatlc champlon of 
cnexktence between whltes and natlves at a t h e  when 
dear thWdng was In short supply. Kls complex c u l W  
upbringing In County Meath - genteel yet mstlc. Catho- 
uc at heart but formally Protestant bemuse of dlscriml- 
natory penal lam -prepared hVn to brldge two radleall~ 
dlnerent soctetles slreptlcal of the other% motives. Both 
sldes were well-served by hls eilorts. For Brltaln he won 
the Iroquois' erltlcal loyalty durlng the French and In- 
dlan wnr h m  1754 to 1763, and for the Indlans he pre- 
served land, autonomy and dlgnlty for a8 long as anyone 
wuid have. 

Young WUUem left Irelnnd In 1738 at 23 to mlolllze hls 
uncle's vast pmpertles In the Mohawk country of what la 
now upstate New York. He quickly developed a reputa- 
tlon for honesty whlle tradlng with local IndltIIIS, and 
when the Engllah. wrestllngwith theFrench for contmlof 
North Amerlee. decided to ally wlth the Imquols and 
needed an ambassador. Johnson was thek man. He was 
glven a milltary commbslon and proved hVnSeU Indls- 
pensable In Klng Oeorge's War (17444) by leadlngbands 
of Mohawks (one of the natlons In the Imquols conled- 
eracy) on wenWa-s4yle temrraldaIntoFrench colonlea. 
He was soon made England's auperlntendent Of Indlan 
ailalia and helped wln key battles at Lnke Q e o 5  and Ft. 
Nlagara durlng the French and Indlan War. Through hh 
mmmtulty with and respect for Indlan customs - he 
spoke Mohawk dressed as an Indlan much of the t h e  
and expertly wnducted ritual ceremonles at enormous 
multl-natlon aummfts - he persuaded France's Indlan 
aMes to atay on the sldellnes, gumteelng easy victories 
for the cmwh 

But England wa6 short-slghted. After wlnnlng the 
war, Johnson's superlorn began resenting the cost of Ns 
Boss Tweed-swle system ofpayolT8 and glits to the [ro- 
quo& and declded they'd try nudntahhg the m c e  by 
keeping the In- In penury lnatead. M e a n d e ,  other 

f o d t y ,  touched a nerve and he fought lt In tern that 
nl60 encompmsed the grievances of generatlorn of subfu- 
gated Irish P e h p s  Johnson's own experience behg 
treated as a BBvBgeIn Ireland Wormed how he spoke for 
the Imquols. 

On Johnson's legacy and contlnuhg role In the Amerl- 
can lmaglnntion. O W l e  Is slmllnrly perceptive. Though 
he was aloyalBrlWsh aubJect whose helm fought forEng- 
land hom the Amerlcnn Rewlutlon through the War of 
1812, Johnson~ls  transformed In bothloreand literature 
Into the archetypal American: a plnln-qmken, senslble 
and phyeleaUy violent frontdenman. (He was the Insplrn- 
tlon for James Fenlmore Cooper's c4macter Natty 
Bumppo In "Ihe Ploneen" and "Laat ofthe Mohlcana.") 
Omole pemnnlvely argues that this mythology helped 
ratlonallze the federal gwenunent's Indlan removal pol- 
Ley In the 1830s. Ifthe noblest asp& ofthe Indlans could 
be nbsotbed by vemtlle w N t .  like Johnson. Arnerlcana 
could crush the nathres without saerUlclng thelr Impor- 
tant wntrlbutlon to America's rugged cultural ldentlty. 

Thls book shown that OTbole deserves hls reputatton 
as one of Ireland's best wrlten. The research Is hpec- 
cable. demonstrating a command ofthe primary sources 
and an hpresslve grasp of toplcal s emndw 80urces; 
the arrltlng la graceful and ernfling, delhrered In aJour- 
Ilt&t98 column-8lzed blks; and the Ellaly8ls Is boldly, 
even Jnnlngly, Ineislve No haglographer. O W l e  exam- 
Ines h l  subJect wlth an open mlnd, exposlng Johnson'u 
many Kaults along with hh strengths. The renrlt I8 a ma- 
Jor contribution to our undemhndlng of the centwles- 
old cross-polllnatlon between Amerlm and Ireland. 

mlonlsta heedless of the oflclal borders thst Johnson BXXIAIIX W ~ T  mm,, S I ~ U  L 01- 

B A V I N ~  oBACE: An Englishpahtingf)wn the 1760aahma William Johnson rescuing 
Michael O'Donnell ls a wflerand knwer. a unnrnded Rmch genemlffmn a Native American aJter the Battle of- Gorge. 


