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The concept of the noble savage played an important role in Enlightenment thought,
but despite the philosophes' debates about whether people were good or evil in the state
of nature, few of these writers had actually seen the people they were discussing with
such passion. However, numerous educated Europeans—over thirteen hundred French
army and navy officers—did come in contact with indigenous peoples in North America
during the campaigns of the Seven Years' War and the War of American Independence.
Although historians have not devoted sufficient attention to officers' observations of
Aboriginals, and have never compared the two periods to see whether officers'
perspectives differed in any way, officers’ views are important in illustrating how
contemporary educated Europeans perceived native peoples, the concept of the noble
savage, and human nature.

In most cases, officers' experiences were limited to observing native warriors and
learning about their terrifying methods of waging war. This contact only reinforced the
Europeans' popular preconception that Aboriginals were ferocious, irrational savages, and
it is this image of natives as barbarians that prevailed in the Frenchmen's imaginations,
not the concept of the noble savage.

Nevertheless, a much smaller group of officers, often those who had more extensive
contact with natives, were partially able to overcome prevalent Eurocentric prejudices,
and a few of these men did employ the image of the noble savage in their writings. This
idealized conception of native peoples dated back to classical times and, more
immediately, to Bartolomé de Las Casas and Michel Eyquem de Montaigne in the
sixteenth century. By the time the Marquis de Montcalm's army campaigned in Canada
during the 1750s, the theoretical basis of this more positive image of Aboriginal peoples
was already well disseminated, at least among better educated members of the public.*

Not all officers either saw natives as paragons or brutes, however. Influenced by
the spirit of toleration characteristic of the Enlightenment and by the application of the
scientific method to the study of human beings, a few Frenchmen attempted with varying
success to avoid the absolute moral judgments so much a part of their age, describing
Aboriginal peoples not in Manichean terms of virtue or depravity but in the language of
proto-anthropology. None of them, however, could entirely escape the theory and
methodology of eighteenth-century moral philosophy.

We can best capture officers' vivid initial impressions of native peoples by first
examining the writings of those men who had the least amount of contact with
Aboriginals, in this case the officers who served in the War of American Independence as



volunteers in the American forces or in the expeditions of the Comte d'Estaing and the
Comte de Rochambeau. With only a few exceptions, these officers were barely aware of
the experiences of Montcalm's officers in Canada twenty years earlier; many of them had
not even been born when Canada capitulated.

The Comte de Rochambeau's officers, whose experience with natives was almost
exclusively limited to a conference with an Iroquois delegation at Newport, Rhode Island,
in October 1780, made a very frank display of the cultural baggage which they had
brought from Europe. They described the natives in flattering terms as "big", "tall",
"robust”, "muscular", and "well-made", with copper-coloured skin, but at the same time
the warriors' body paint, hair, elongated ears, bear grease insect protection, and sparse
clothing repelled them. A shocked army lieutenant, the Comte de Clermont-Crévecoeur,
reported that "These barbarians go naked", and added that "The oil and dye they use on
their bodies makes them stink and look disgusting".? The natives' lack of clothing and
strange appearance provided the most telling evidence that they were uncivilized. A
German captain in the French service, the Freiherr von Closen-Haydenburg, remarked
that "one cannot imagine the horrible and singular faces and bizarre manners of these
people.”® Closen-Haydenburg, who displayed more tolerance toward European
Americans than many of his comrades, made no effort to extend this tolerance to
indigenous Americans.* The delegates' war dance also amazed and horrified the French
spectators.” At other functions, however, the Iroquois proved to be less irrational and
lawless than the officers expected, and Second-Colonel the Comte de Charlus was forced
to admit that "these nations were strongly policed [orderly] for savages."® The
Frenchmen carefully scrutinized the Aboriginals' table manners, for French officers
almost invariably measured average Canadians, Americans, and Aboriginals according to
French upper class standards, not the standards of French peasants. The delegates'
dexterity with European cutlery won lroquois culture a few points, but the odds were
stacked against the natives. Despite considerable evidence that the Iroquois were
perfectly civil human beings, their essentially alien behaviour prevented Rochambeau's
companions from developing any real liking for them.” No one attempted to describe the
Iroquois as gentle, naive, naked innocents of the golden age; instead, the Aboriginals
easily slipped into the category of depraved barbarians.

Falling victim to another stereotypical idea about "savages", the officers assumed
that their native guests were somewhat wanting in intelligence, and took the messages in
the Iroquois delegation’s addresses at face value, not suspecting that the Aboriginals were
sophisticated enough to engage in subtle diplomatic manoeuvres.® The Jesuit-educated
Catholic Mohawk chief Akiatonharénkwen or Lieutenant-Colonel Joseph Louis Cook did
most of the translating, and his pronounced Francophile and anti-British attitudes may
have created the impression that the natives as a whole followed their emotions rather
than careful political calculation. In addition, the Frenchmen usually assumed that the
Iroquois were hunters, apparently not expecting that "savages™ might practice
agriculture.” Most officers with Rochambeau, including the expedition's normally
tolerant chaplain Abbé Robin, believed that the natives were treacherous, caé)ricious, and
bloodthirsty, behaving like the irrational savages they were supposed to be.

Not all officers with Rochambeau saw Aboriginals this way, however. A liberal-
minded officer with Rochambeau, Second-Colonel the Comte de Ségur, stressed the
supposed wild, romantic nature of the native peoples, claiming that Aboriginals "have a
horror" of civilization and enjoyed "the charms of a stormy liberty and a wandering life



that they prefer to all others."*! To Ségur, an admirer of Rousseau, this supposed
unrestrained liberty of the noble savage was a largely positive characteristic. Author and
major-general the Chevalier de Chastellux and his aide-de-camp the Baron de
Montesquieu, grandson of the philosophe, took the trouble to actually visit a Mohawk
village near Schenectady in order to investigate the question of the noble savage.
Although the young Montesquieu wrote to his tutor that the Aboriginals "seemed to me to
perfectly resemble the portraits one has made of them, as much in morals as in physique",
his elder colleague concluded that the natives were brutes, not paragons of virtue, and
confirmed his own view that European idealizations of Aboriginals and Quakers were not
based on fact.'® In his book De la félicité publique he had strongly advocated the idea
that despite major setbacks, during the course of history humans gradually progress from
savagery to a higher level of civilization.”® To his credit, Chastellux was attempting to
approach the question of the noble savage from a pragmatic scientific viewpoint, and
concluded that the Aboriginals were normal, fallible human beings in need of the
accumulated wisdom of civilization. Although he did not completely escape the
prevailing tendency to describe cultures in terms of virtue and immorality, at least he
went beyond the simplistic analysis of most of his military colleagues.**

Montcalm's officers, who were in North America twenty years earlier than
Rochambeau's, arrived on the continent with similar preconceived notions about
Aboriginals. Lieutenant Jean-Baptiste d'Aleyrac reported that "The savages of Canada
are very different from the idea which we commonly have of them in France", explaining
that they were not in fact covered in hair, but had less than Europeans, lacking beards and
plucking whatever body hair did appear.®> Evidently, many Frenchmen saw the
Aboriginal as synonymous with the wild man of the woods of European legend.*®
Montcalm's officers had more contact with natives than Rochambeau's, and although they
observed more warriors than civilians, they frequently visited native settlements and
hunting camps, providing themselves with a more rounded view of native cultures. They
were also introduced to natives by Canadians, who tended to have respect for their
traditional allies and often had a working knowledge of their languages. In addition,
French officers in the Seven Years' War knew that the natives were important military
allies who had to be treated with respect, a factor that was less significant during the
subsequent conflict.

When in the field, Montcalm's officers had almost daily contact with Aboriginal
warriors, who did reconnaissance work and carried out raids on the American frontier.
They observed first hand native military customs such as the killing of soldiers and
civilians without distinction, massacres of prisoners of war, scalping, torture, and in the
case of the Ottawa nation, cannibalism.'” Ironically, they also complained that the natives
were insufficiently disciplined to engage in the bloody mass destruction characteristic of
European warfare.*® Montcalm and his senior aide-de-camp Colonel Louis-Antoine de
Bougainville, the recent author of an important book on integral calculus, were both
horrified by the torture and consumption of prisoners so close to their headquarters, and
regretted the necessity of using these ferocious allies.® For all Europeans, of course,
cannibalism was the ultimate sign of savagery. However, Montcalm himself attested to
the fact that while the Aboriginals were brutal in war, they led peaceful home lives, had
morals, and never produced monsters like the demented assassins who attacked Henri IV
and Louis XV.% Various officers also discussed incidents of severe alcohol abuse among
the natives, although they rarely tried to explain the cause of this abuse; the visitors



assumed that Aboriginals, as savages, had less self-control than Europeans.”* Only one
officer, engineer Captain Pierre Pouchot, who had extensive dealings with numerous
native peoples while he was stationed at Fort Niagara, provided a plausible explanation
for their behaviour as a release from the habitual self-control imperative in societies in
which harmony was valued above all else.?> Pouchot was one of a small number of
French officers who were able to surmount stereotypical images of native peoples and
come to know and appreciate them as human beings. He declined to idealize Aboriginals,
discussing what he considered their faults, but he praised the calm harmony of their
domestic lives, their hospitality, and other virtues with the familiarity of a person who
saw these people every day. D'Aleyrac and Bougainville, who were adopted by
Aboriginal nations, both formed personal friendships with natives.”® Aboriginal warriors
reminded Bougainville of the heroes of the Iliad and Odyssey, but he appreciated them
without idealizing them.? He showed a similar attitude when he visited Tahiti with the
French navy in the late 1760's, praising many aspects of Polynesian culture but not hiding
the fact that the Tahitians had the same foibles as other peoples, waging senseless wars
and obeying the whims of despotic kings. With some justification, Bougainville prided
himself on his scientific approach to cultural issues, and in the preface to his account of
his circumnavigation of the world he ridiculed the prevalent esprit de systéme or
doctrinaire theorizing and "that class of lazy and vainglorious writers, who, in the
darkness of their studies, philosophize without seeing the world and its inhabitants, and
imperiously submit nature to their imagination."® This warning, however, did not
prevent Denis Diderot from writing his Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, in which
he wedded fragments of Bougainville's careful anthropological observations with the
outpourings of his own vivid imagination to produce a classic portrait of the noble
savage.?®

The ideal of the noble savage only clearly influenced one of Montcalm's officers,
Lieutenant Michel-Guillaume Jean de Crévecoeur of the Régiment d'infanterie de La
Sarre. Significantly, however, Crevecoeur had belonged to the Canadian Compagnies
franches de la Marine or colonial regulars for several years before obtaining a
commission in a line regiment, and spent several seasons among the Aboriginals.?’
Crévecoeur attempted in his fictional stories, written in the American colonies during the
1770's, to provide the Aboriginals with a human face. In several of his accounts he
deliberately attempted to undermine the perception of Aboriginals as ferocious savages,
portraying them as normal people with different customs but an admirable moral code.?®
Despite his reasonably persuasive descriptions of native life, however, he too succumbed
to the eighteenth-century literary tendency to see cultures in terms of moral absolutes, for
instance, contrasting "good Aboriginals” with small numbers of "bad Aboriginals” who
were supposedly corrupted by the semi-barbarous first wave of European settlers.

Crevecoeur concluded that humans in the state of nature were on the whole happier
than those who were not, but he also believed that the spread of civilization was
inevitable.® If the Aboriginals could learn to be peaceful, virtuous Rousseauian farmers
like the majority of European Americans, and end their senseless, internecine wars, they
could benefit from their new situation.*® Most French officers in both expeditions would
have agreed with his final decision in favour of civilization, for despite their different
perceptions of Aboriginals, almost all agreed that it was necessary and desirable to
"civilize" so-called primitive peoples, preferably by assimilation into the European
population.®



The vast majority of officers in both wars were highly prejudiced against Aboriginal
cultures, and when they attempted to describe Aboriginals, officers tended to call upon
the traditional imagery of the wild man of the woods, a subhuman individual ignorant of
all civility. Other officers, however, employed a diametrically opposed stereotype, the
myth of the noble savage, in order to transmit to readers their impressions of the native
peoples. Both groups tended to wield the moral absolutes characteristic of much of
Enlightenment literature. However, a handful of officers followed a different
methodology. Some of these men, like the mathematician Bougainville and the
philosophe Chastellux, were highly-educated nobles, but others were of more humble
background, like the military engineer Pouchot, son of a merchant, who was trained to
record with a high degree of scientific accuracy details about fortifications and
topography. They had in common a dedication to the new methods of science and
history, which replaced magic and hagiography with careful, non-judgmental description
and analysis. None of these officers, of course, could achieve the permanently elusive
goal of impartiality, but they succeeded better than most of their contemporaries in
understanding cultures that were so radically different from their own.
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