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Introduction
Kinship, Violence and the Colonial State

North-Eastern North America, 1779:  
The Sullivan–Clinton Expedition and a War of Households

In 1779, at the height of the American Revolution, the American high command 
decided to destroy the power of the Six Nations in north-eastern North 
America. The contiguous territories of six allied Haudenosaunee nations, the 
Seneca, whose lands lay furthest from European settlement, the Onondaga, 
the Tuscarora, the Cayuga, the Oneida and the Kanyen’kehà:ka (Mohawk; 
Kanienke’há:ka), ‘keepers of the Eastern door’, whose territories were closest 
to those of Europeans and indeed overlapped with them, lay in the western and 
northern regions of what is today in American terms the state of New York. In 
1771, before what he would come to see as the great disasters of the American 
Revolution, Guy Johnson, son-in-law of local magnate and Superintendent of 
Indian Affairs for the northern district of the Indian Department, Sir William 
Johnson, drew a map (Map I.1).

Commanded by Major General John Sullivan and Brigadier General James 
Clinton, the American forces aimed to destroy the homes and food supplies 
of the hitherto more insulated western Six Nations in order to drive them 
from their homelands and to neutralize the Six Nations as a whole as a mili-
tary threat to frontier settlements. This was part of the bitter frontier warfare 
of the opening years of the Revolution in New York and in Six Nations lands, 
which had included attacks on settlements and on civilians, and in which 
both sides committed human rights abuses. Nonetheless, the Sullivan cam-
paign was of a different order of magnitude. It was consonant with American 
removal policy elsewhere during the Revolution, and with the settler quest 
to gain more land.1 The campaign drove into the lands of the Senecas, Cayu-
gas and Onondagas.2 At least forty settlements were destroyed. The invaders 

	1	 Colin Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country: Crisis and Diversity in Native 
American Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 47–48.

	2	 Susan Hill, The Clay We Are Made Of: Haudenosaunee Land Tenure on the Grand River 
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2017), 128.
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killed domestic animals and burned all the crops they could find, including at 
least 160,000 bushels of corn.3

The campaign was not merely another raid but a major engineering effort. It 
required building roads in order to move supplies, horses and several thousand 
troops into densely forested regions. It also demanded the construction of a 
fort and of dams to facilitate the large-scale movement of shipping.4 This was a 
slow-motion invasion, pioneered by engineers. As such, the expedition could 
be and was seen by many white observers as a movement of ‘civilization’ into 
the ‘wilderness’.5 It was the construction of roads and forts, and not only the 
ethnic cleansing of the campaign, that opened Iroquoia to white settlement, 

Map I.1  Guy Johnson, ‘Map of the Country of the VI Nations’ (1771). From the 
collections of the New York State Library, Manuscripts and Special Collections, 
Albany, New York

	3	 Calloway, American Revolution, 51; Frederick Cook (ed.), Journals of the Military Expedi-
tion of Major General John Sullivan against the Six Nations (Auburn, New York: Knapp, 
Peck, Thomson, 1887)

	4	 William W. Campbell, Annals of Tryon County; or, The border warfare of New York during 
the Revolution (London: J. & J. Harper, 1831), 121–125.

	5	 Chad Anderson, “The Built Landscape and the Conquest of Iroquoia, 1750–1820”, in Carole 
Shammas (ed.), European Expansion and Indigenous Response: Investing in the Early Mod-
ern Built Environment: Europeans, Asians, Settlers and Indigenous Societies (Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 265–294.
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and eventually facilitated the subsequent westward movement of the nascent 
American republic after the end of the war, even if it was British betrayal at the 
negotiating table that sealed the fate of the lands of the Haudenosaunee.6

Despite the ideas many held about civilization and wilderness, the soldiers 
were surprised to find that the Six Nations had built many houses that blended 
Haudenosaunee and European styles, that their dwellings were often wealthier 
than those of frontier settlers, and that they had well-stocked orchards and rich 
fields of corn and vegetables. ‘Their houses are large and elegant; some beauti-
fully painted; their tombs likewise, especially of their chief warriors, are beau-
tifully painted boxes, which they build over the grave, of planks hewn out of 
timber’, Lieutenant Charles Neukerk observed about the ‘fine town’ of Kandaia 
on 5 September 1779, for example.7 The Haudenosaunee were fighting on both 
sides of the revolution, so this invasion was also an attack on the British and 
on joint white-Haudenosaunee forces; guides included some American-allied 
members of the Six Nations, and armies on both sides adopted some Indig-
enous fighting techniques.8 Distinctions between groups were hardened by 
warfare, and yet also at times more blurred both culturally and politically than 
the racialized ideology of civilization against wilderness would suggest.

Neukerk described in bureaucratic detail the burning of towns and food. On 
15 September 1779, for example:

[t]his morning the whole army paraded, at 6 o’clock to destroy the corn 
&c about this place, which could be done no other way but by gathering 
the corn in the houses & setting fire to them. Here we likewise found a 
great quantity of corn gathered in houses by the savages. At 3 o’clock in the 
afternoon we completed the destruction of this place […].9

American lawyer and amateur historian W.W. Campbell reprinted Neukerk’s 
journal in his own 1833 history Annals of Tryon County. ‘To a person read-
ing the foregoing journal,’ he remarked with some evident discomfort, ‘it may 
seem that too much severity was exercised in the burning of the Indian towns, 
and that corn, &c was wantonly destroyed.’10 Such actions were, however, he 
argued, necessary to bring an end to a war that had become a war of households: 
‘their towns were their retreats, and from thence they made incursions into the 
settlements’.11 The New York/Iroquoia campaigns of the American Revolution 
were in part about different groups trying to destroy each other's homes in a 

	 6	 Allan Taylor, Divided Ground: Indians, Settlers and the Northern Borderland of the Ameri-
can Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006).

	 7	 Campbell, Annals of Tryon County, 125.
	 8	 Barbara Graymont, The Iroquois in the American Revolution (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse Uni-

versity Press, 1972), 197.
	 9	 Campbell, Annals of Tryon County, 127.
	10	 Ibid., 135.
	11	 Ibid., 135.
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bitter contestation over land ownership. Their impact would be long-lasting: 
the campaigns resulted in a Six Nations exodus to British-held territory, turn-
ing the Haudenosaunee into refugees, while ironically opening the door for 
British negotiators to abandon Six Nations country to the Americans in 1783.12

The invasion might, then, be seen as part of a war of households, triggered 
by the outbreak of the Revolution, in which tropes of difference needed to 
be mobilized to justify dispossession and in which ideas about families and 
domesticity played an important role. The ethnic cleansing of the Sullivan cam-
paign sought to eradicate Haudenosaunee dwellings from the landscape and 
to destroy the traces of Haudenosaunee cultivation of the land. It stands, how-
ever, as only one example among many of the way in which warfare entrenched 
divisions between ‘white’ and ‘Indian’ in colonial New York during the fron-
tier wars of the Revolution, in part through creating a sense of each as consti-
tuting incompatible households that needed to be destroyed. The white states 
that emerged on both sides of the new border from the ashes of conflict would 
frequently imagine whites and Indians as racially distinct and as at different 
levels of development. Difference was nonetheless fragile and needed to be 
constantly reinvented.

***

The Sullivan campaign was a small element, if a particularly brutal one, of a 
much larger process that lies at the heart of this book. From the late eighteenth 
to the mid-nineteenth century, settlers under the aegis of the British empire 
(or, in the case of the Americans, escaping the British empire) laid claim to 
what they often described as undeveloped ‘wastelands’ that would be trans-
formed by settler colonialism. In the process, they steadily displaced people 
who have come to be referred to as ‘Indigenous’ – a term that contains within it 
a prior claim to invaded lands. These groups included numerous North Amer-
ican Indigenous peoples such as the Haudenosaunee; Australian Aboriginal 
peoples, including (to name just some whose members bore the early brunt 
of invasion and who will be discussed in this book) the Noongar of Western 
Australia, the Eora and Wiradjuri of New South Wales, or the Palawa of Van 
Diemen’s Land; the San and Khoekhoe in southern Africa; and the Maori in 
New Zealand. As this brief list suggests, groups were highly diverse, and their 
relative degrees of power varied. Nonetheless, the British often claimed that 
they had common characteristics, such as relying on hunting for subsistence 
or vulnerability in the face of ‘civilization’, and frequently described them as 
‘aborigines’. Many descendants of these groups would by the twentieth century 
embrace a common identity as Indigenous. This book examines the entangled 
history of the conquest of Indigenous lands and the development of linkages 

	12	 Hill, Clay We Are Made Of, 134–137.
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between these very diverse peoples through the experience of colonialism 
between the 1770s and the 1830s.

How, however, to analyse such complicated processes? A key focus of this 
book is on family and kinship. More particularly, I trace the entangled lives and 
imperial careers of three families whose members played important roles, from 
a variety of subject positions, in the forging of new colonies and in interaction 
between Indigenous people and settlers in the British empire from the 1770s to 
the 1840s, particularly on colonial borderlands. One was a prominent North 
American Six Nations family, the Brants, who supported the British during 
the Revolution and later spearheaded migration to Upper Canada. Another 
was a British family, the Bannisters, a group of restlessly mobile siblings closely 
involved in colonial administration and settler expansion as well as in docu-
menting violent abuse in the 1820s. A third, the Buxtons, were a prominent 
British political family who, in addition to fighting for the abolition of slavery, 
tried to reform the settler empire from its centre before supporting a form of 
colonialism in West Africa in the name of humanitarianism in the 1830s and 
early 1840s. I use evidence from the lives of family members to illuminate the 
entrenchment of settler colonialism, examining themes such as violence, the 
changing politics of kinship, the role of family networks in empire, debates 
about land and sovereignty, the relationship of humanitarianism to colonial-
ism, and the emerging conception of ‘aboriginal’ as a transnational identity. 
The lives of individuals are also ways into closer examination of particular ter-
ritories, as I follow family members from revolutionary America, to Upper 
Canada, Australia, southern Africa, Sierra Leone and Britain.

The Sullivan campaign was not only a turning point in this history in its own 
right, but also raises a number of themes pertinent to the period as a whole. 
First, the violence of the Sullivan campaign was typical of the wider history of 
settler colonialism over this period, not least in its attacks on civilians, includ-
ing driving civilians from their land. We will see a significant repetition of 
such tactics, particularly by the police and the military, as we follow the empire 
through time and from one frontier to another. In all of the places covered by 
this study, from colonial North America to Australia to southern Africa, there 
was warfare as well as more quotidian conflict over land between commercial 
farmers and those prior occupants of the land who depended on hunting, pas-
toralism and/or subsistence farming. And in all places the line between civil-
ians and combatants would be blurred.

At the same time, the British military also often either had Indigenous allies 
or hired Indigenous soldiers and policemen once the earliest phase of conflict 
was past. This is not to argue that there was consent to the occupation of land. 
On the contrary, the British empire’s appetite for soldiers and the lengths to 
which the empire went to obtain ‘loyal’ marksmen were part of wider patterns 
of violence. In the case of the Sullivan campaign, for example, Six Nations 
fighting on the side of the British were punished for a war that almost none of 
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them wanted and in which they fought mostly to protect their own lands – and, 
as Barbara Graymont points out, the empire was not able to defend the lands 
of the Six Nations that alliance had put at risk.13 Furthermore, loyalists might 
not remain loyal when pushed too far.14 The painful complexity of loyalty and 
military allegiance will also be a key theme in this book, despite its difficulty.

Second, the exile of many of the Six Nations to Lachine or to Niagara, as well 
as the flight of many settlers from rural New York during the war, were part of 
wider patterns of disruption and mobility that scattered people like migrating 
birds across newly desolate landscapes.15 There are many ironies in terms such 
as ‘settler’ and ‘Indigenous’, as settlers moved restlessly and Indigenous people 
were subject to removal. There is a further irony that the fluid ways in which 
many Indigenous societies moved over land, formed new groups and sought to 
incorporate outsiders would all be rendered difficult by the later intrusions of 
colonial states, the bureaucratic requirements of which came to require fixity 
and an imagined statistical precision. The themes of mobility, disruption and 
struggle over land will recur throughout this book.

A third crucial issue highlighted by the Sullivan campaign is that of eco-
nomic transformation and associated ideological claims. Lands from which the 
Six Nations were displaced were commodified and turned into cash and credit 
in a growing capitalist economy. At the same time, these were already farmed 
and clearly embedded in an existing regional economy, and many houses were 
legible to western eyes as European-style dwellings. We will see that at least 
some among the Haudenosaunee wanted (however controversially) to invest 
in the London stock market, to get the best possible price for their lands and to 
derive rental income from former hunting grounds. They were often blocked 
from doing so. The colonial economy was racialized and marked by a drive to 
racial exclusion in most parts of the world examined by this study. It cannot, 
however, completely be understood in binary terms.

This does not mean, however, that the liberal responses to a racialized econ-
omy that we shall examine throughout this book, as colonial violence and racial 
discrimination were heatedly debated, were innocent of imperial intent. Several 
key figures in this study, including the former Attorney-General of New South 
Wales Saxe Bannister and the reformist MP Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, vigor-
ously argued that the only way to have a moral colonialism without the warfare 
and ethnic cleansing typical of the American Revolution was to manage a con-
sensual and non-violent transfer of sovereignty and to extend the benefits of a lib-
eral state to all its inhabitants, including equal economic access.  This was, I will 

	13	 Graymont, Iroquois in the American Revolution, 199.
	14	 For example, Robert Ross, “Hermanus Matroos aka Ngxukumeshe: A Life on the Border”, 

Kronos: Journal of Cape History, 30(1), 2004, 47–69.
	15	 On scattering: Kristina Ackley, “Haudenosaunee Genealogies: Conflict and Community 

in the Oneida Land Claim”, American Indian Quarterly, 33(4), Fall 2009, 462–478.
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argue, a key part of a blueprint for ‘moral colonialism’ that emerged by the end of 
the period under study in this book, and that would in turn become an important 
part of the justification for late nineteenth-century imperial expansion.

Family, Place and Settler Colonialism

How then does this book seek to accomplish its objectives? I structure the book 
both by family and by place, with some areas of overlap. The book is divided 
into three sections, turning around the three families studied. In turn, different 
chapters explore different locations within each section. The book moves across 
North America, Australia and Africa before turning in its final chapter to Britain.

We begin in the borderlands of New York/Iroquoia in the late eighteenth 
century before and after the Revolution. In starting in colonial America, I hope 
to bring the United States into conversation with other British settler colonies 
while also acknowledging the artificiality of national boundaries for North 
American Indigenous communities.16 Joseph Brant (Thayendenaga) and his 
sister Mary or Molly (Konwatsi’tsiaiénni) were part of a Kanyen’kehà:ka or 
Mohawk community that was, not without significant internal controversy, 
in a military alliance with the British. The Brant family included white mem-
bers. Most importantly, Molly Brant and her partner, Sir William Johnson, the 
Superintendent of Indians for the northern district of the Indian Department 
of the British military, had eight children. Johnson used household power to 
control the frontier; this was, however, a type of power that would be rejected 
by settlers during the Revolution. Although many of the Six Nations fought 
on the British side during the American Revolution, others, particularly the 
Oneida and some Seneca, supported the Americans, with great costs in both 
cases, including the shattering of the Confederacy.

Joseph and Molly Brant and William Johnson are all well-known and indeed 
controversial historical figures. Their lives have been extensively studied, as has 
the complex role of the Haudenosaunee in the American Revolution.17 I am 

	16	 Compare Karl Hele (ed.), Lines Drawn Upon the Water: First Nations and the Great Lakes 
Borders and Borderlands (Windsor, ON: Wilfred Laurier Press, 2008). On the value of 
considering the early United States as a settler colony in conversation with other white set-
tler colonies, Lisa Ford, Settler Sovereignty: Jurisdiction and Indigenous Peoples in America 
and Australia, 1788–1836 (Boston, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).

	17	 Among others, James Paxton, Joseph Brant and His World: 18th Century Warrior and 
Statesman (Toronto, ON: James Lorimer & Company, 2008); Alan Taylor, The Divided 
Ground: Indians, Settlers, and the Northern Borderland of the American Revolution (New 
York: Alfred K. Knopf, 2006); Fintan O’Toole, White Savage: William Johnson and the 
Invention of America (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2005); Lois M. Huey 
and Bonnie Pulis, Molly Brant: A Legacy of Her Own (Youngstown, NY: Old Fort Niagara 
Association, 1997); Isabel Kelsay, Joseph Brant, 1743–1807: Man of Two Worlds (Syracuse, 
NY: Syracuse University Press, 1984); Graymont, The Iroquois in the American Revolution.
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not trying to write new biographies. Nonetheless, this work serves as a spring-
board for what follows, particularly given the importance for later events of 
competing historical memories of the Brants, of the Six Nations alliance with 
the British, and of Six Nations’ conceptions of sovereignty. A key contrast with 
later borderlands is the different nature of kinship relationships in a context 
in which Indigenous groups held greater power and were in closer diplomatic 
contact with the British than would be the case elsewhere. This analysis also 
requires asking about Haudenosaunee family structures, concepts of relation-
ality and ways to incorporate new people, reflecting the stress on kinship placed 
by many scholars coming from an Indigenous studies perspective.

Although I am looking at elite and well-studied figures, I use sources such as 
oral histories recorded in the nineteenth century, wartime memoirs and local 
gossip in order to try to place them into the wider context of an uneasy bor-
derland. I use family stories, for example, to argue that while on the one hand 
Joseph Brant’s participation in attacks on border settlements was taken as jus-
tification for ethnic cleansing and as proof of the impossibility of Indigenous-
white coexistence, on the other hand other family memories from the New 
York borderlands suggest closer ties and imply that Brant himself may have 
tried to play to multiple audiences.18

In Chapter 3, the book moves to Upper Canada. This follows the post-war 
movement of many Haudenosaunee to Upper Canada after the British Empire 
rewarded their allies by trading their lands to the new-born United States of 
America. Molly Brant’s daughters married prominent white men, as ‘white’ 
and ‘Indian’ increasingly became identities perceived as incompatible, despite 
the persistence of intermarriage. Joseph Brant, and later his son John, tried 
to negotiate what they saw as more ‘modern’ economic solutions for the Six 
Nations, although they were also entangled in a corrupt economic environment 
and were embroiled in community debates over the best path forward, includ-
ing how far to engage with the white state. It may be telling that one of Joseph 
Brant’s other sons, Isaac, passionately opposed his father’s policies, tried to kill 
Joseph and was himself killed in the struggle. Through these vicissitudes, the 

	18	 I draw on stories recorded by Lyman Draper and others in the early nineteenth century 
from both Haudenosaunee and white perspectives. Although the political valence of 
using white settler stories is clearly different from the politics of drawing on Anishinabeg 
stories and settler communities used stories in different manners, the collection edited 
by Jill Doerfler, Heidi Kiwetinepinesiik and Nigaanwewidam James Sinclair, Centering 
Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World Through Stories (Winnipeg: University of 
Manitoba Press, 2013) is nonetheless inspirational. The politics of white ventriloquizing of 
Indigenous stories will recur throughout the book as an issue. Compare also R.A. Innes’ 
call to use Cree stories to understand expectations about kinship relationships among the 
Cowessess First Nations: “Elder Brother as Theoretical Framework”, in Chris Anderson 
and Jean M. O’Brien, Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2017), 135–143.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108782791.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108782791.001


9introduction

Brants remained relatively elite. They were not typical, but many of the dilem-
mas and difficulties they confronted were, including the declining viability of 
strategies oriented to incorporation and management of colonists and the loss 
of Indigenous sovereignty. In Chapter 4, I analyse how Brant family members 
John Brant and Robert Kerr took their claims for land in Grand River directly 
to London in the early 1820s, strategically performing an identity as Mohawk 
warriors despite the fact that Kerr in other contexts presented himself as a Scot-
tish businessman.

In making land claims, Brant and Kerr were assisted in Upper Canada and 
in London by two members of the Bannister family. In the second section of 
the book, I shift gears and move to focus on the imperial activities of three Ban-
nister brothers and to a lesser extent of their sisters. Originally from Sussex, 
the Bannister siblings were dedicated to the pursuit of colonial fortune over-
seas throughout the early nineteenth century. Saxe, John William and Thomas 
Bannister, three restlessly mobile brothers, carried out colonial activity of one 
kind or another in the 1820s and 1830s in Upper Canada, New South Wales, 
Van Diemen’s Land, Victoria, Western Australia, southern Africa, and Sierra 
Leone; Harriet and Mary Anne accompanied Saxe to New South Wales and 
then settled in Van Diemen’s Land. The Bannisters had their own conceptions 
of kinship as a gentry family in financial peril: they believed they should col-
lectively have more status than they actually did, and they looked to the new 
opportunities opened up by settler colonialism to make up the gap. In doing 
so, Saxe and John William tried to claim authority as men who knew and could 
help Indigenous peoples. The siblings chased financial advantage across the 
far-flung imperial world even as the eldest, Saxe, penned important attacks on 
British policy towards Indigenous peoples. He uncovered abuses in New South 
Wales and South Africa, not least the murder of an Indigenous man in police 
custody that locals tried to cover up. The Bannisters sought to ride the waves 
both of settler colonialism and of liberal reform, not seeing them as incom-
mensurate. In that sense, they provide a case study of the interaction between 
liberalism and empire, which, as my work suggests and as others have argued, 
proved eminently compatible in the early nineteenth century.19 We will see 
that Saxe Bannister in particular hoped that new and better versions of empire 

	19	 Compare Saliha Belmessous on Saxe Bannister as a proponent of imperial assimila-
tion: Belmessous, Assimilation and Empire: Uniformity in French and British Colonies, 
1541–1954 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). On the contradictory entanglements 
of empire and liberalism: Karuna Mantena, Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends 
of Liberal Imperialism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010); Richard Price, 
Making Empire: Colonial Encounters and the Creation of Imperial Rule in Nineteenth-
Century South Africa (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Jennifer Pitts, A 
Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in Britain and France (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2005); Uday Singh Mehta, Liberalism and Empire (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2000)

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108782791.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108782791.001


10 introduction

could end the genocidal tendencies of settler colonialism, even as he actively 
and fervently promoted the annexation and colonization of Natal.

In the third and final section of the book, I turn to the Buxtons, a more 
securely elite British family involved in reformist politics in the late 1820s and 
1830s. The family patriarch, Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, was a Whig MP and a 
key advocate for the abolition of slavery. Most crucially, he piloted the bill for 
the abolition of slavery through the House of Commons in 1833. Sir Thomas 
Fowell Buxton’s work was enabled by the support and activism of his family, 
particularly his daughter Priscilla, his wife Hannah and Anna Gurney, the part-
ner of his sister Sarah Maria.20 It is on Priscilla that this final section focuses most 
closely. In contrast to the scattered and combative Bannisters, the Buxtons drew 
on interconnected family networks that amplified the power of particular fami-
lies: they were key players in a wider network of elite humanitarian families in 
Britain, many with Quaker roots, who fought for the abolition of slavery in the 
1820s and early 1830s, and whose female members formed crucial bonds. From 
the mid-1830s to the early 1840s, the Buxtons took up Indigenous rights as they 
understood them as a political crusade, influenced by their previous work on 
abolition. In looking at the information networks in which Priscilla and other 
Buxton family members were involved, I trace the movement of information 
about frontier killing in South Africa from Xhosa activists or Khoekhoe soldiers 
to the imperial centre; I also trace the counternarratives that colonial settlers 
and officials produced in response as the politics of information exploded in 
hearings before the House of Commons Select Committee on Aborigines.

In the final chapter of the book, I use the example of the Niger Expedition of 
1841–1842, an act of would-be humanitarianism enthusiastically sponsored by 
the Buxtons, to illustrate the ways in which early nineteenth-century humani-
tarianism in many respects came to serve the ends of colonialism. At the same 
time, lands of the Haudenosaunee in Upper Canada were ‘reduced’ as the colo-
nial state reimagined military allies as dependents in need of civilization. These 
two examples illustrate, I will argue, crucial trajectories in the history of settler 
colonialism and illuminate the paradoxes of imperial reform.

Connected Lives, Entangled Colonies

Overall, then, this book uses microcosmic analyses to illuminate a macroscopic 
process: the project of British settler colonialism as it sprawled across time and 
space during this critical period of the creation and consolidation of settler 
states. The lives of many of the people that I discuss were often only peripher-
ally linked (and contrasts are often revealing). Their lives nonetheless inter-
sected in multiple and multifaceted ways, brokered by colonialism.

	20	 Kathryn Gleadle, Borderline Citizens: Women, Gender and Political Culture in Britain, 
1915–1867 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).
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Take, for example, the relationship between members of the Brant and Ban-
nister families. The colonial imaginary of the Bannister brothers was shaped 
by their contact with Brant family members in the 1810s and 1820s over land 
claims in Upper Canada. John William Bannister knew John Brant in Upper 
Canada, possibly through colonial reform movements. John Brant tried to use 
Saxe Bannister to get a hearing at the Colonial Office in 1821; Saxe Bannister 
tried to use his connection to John Brant to get a job. We are in fact witnessing 
the birth of the humanitarian ‘expert’. In extensive written work over many 
years, in which he railed against colonial violence, Saxe Bannister took Joseph 
Brant as proof of the feasibility of a moral colonialism. He also presented him-
self as a colonial expert on the basis of his interaction with the Six Nations. As 
a mobile colonial subject with a strong ideological agenda, it seems likely that 
Saxe Bannister brought knowledge of Indigenous North American affairs to 
Australia and South Africa, and served as a conduit of information from one 
colonized community to another – or so I will argue in this book. Bannister and 
Buxton collaborated, although they had a slightly uneasy relationship; Bannis-
ter worked hard to persuade Buxton to adopt his view of colonial affairs, and to 
embrace the supposed inevitability of settler colonialism.

More broadly, members of these families were bound together by participation 
in common processes. One was debate about the overall direction of the settler 
empire. Stung by accusations of using brutal warfare against American civilians 
through their deployment of Indigenous allies during the Revolution, not least 
by arguments made by Brant family members, a number of British commenta-
tors, including Saxe Bannister and Priscilla and Thomas Fowell Buxton, tried to 
define Britain as more moral than the rebel Americans and more supportive of 
the welfare of enslaved and Indigenous peoples. American attacks on Indigenous 
peoples during the war became a prime example. This helped to drive an elite 
concern to create a supposedly more ‘moral’ and better ordered empire (however 
unfulfilled that expectation), which will also be a key theme of this book.21

Another point of contact is the involvement of several family members with the 
military, related to the more general interaction of all three of these families with 
colonial violence. The British military consistently sought out Indigenous military 
allies, from Haudenosaunee warriors to Khoekhoe members of the Cape militia, 
to formerly enslaved people recruited for the British army in Sierra Leone. Joseph 
Brant was a colonel in the British army during the Revolution, and was therefore 
part of the British strategy of using ‘rangers’, or small units deploying Indigenous 
fighting techniques and staffed in part by Indigenous warriors. From a British 

	21	 Matthew Wyman-McCarthy, “Rethinking global empire: The imperial origins and lega-
cies of British abolitionism, c. 1783–1807” (Montreal: PhD thesis, Department of History 
and Classical Studies, McGill University, 2015); Matthew Mason, “The Battle of Slavehold-
ing Liberators: Great Britain, the United States and Slavery in the Early Nineteenth Cen-
tury”, William and Mary Quarterly, 59(3), 2003, 665–696.
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administrative perspective the Six Nations were granted land in Upper Canada in 
part out of fear of Indigenous military resistance to the post-Revolution settlement 
but also because they could be conceptualized as demobilized soldiers, to whom 
colonial land was traditionally given. In the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, 
the military, particularly the navy, played an outsize role in locating, creating and 
governing new colonies. John William Bannister joined the British navy at the age 
of nine, settling in Upper Canada after being demobilized, like many other former 
navy officers. Thomas Bannister was a low-ranking officer in the Fifteenth Regi-
ment of Foot before he became a colonist. Even the lawyer Saxe Bannister joined 
a Sussex militia at the tail end of the Napoleonic wars and tried throughout his 
life to present himself as a potential soldier, however unconvincingly. Saxe urged 
the creation of a settlement for the Khoekhoe in southern Africa, similarly see-
ing them as deserving demobilized soldiers (as he imagined the Haudenosaunee 
to be). The Buxtons were unconnected to the British military, but this may help 
explain why they were such strong supporters of missionary and metropolitan 
control of the settler empire: a very real question in the 1830s was which institu-
tions would in fact rule the emerging colonial empire. Priscilla Buxton fought to 
get the military out of the business of running the Xhosa borderlands through the 
barrel of a gun. The violence of the empire was not only the openly violent conflict 
of colonial frontiers that gave a sense of urgency to imperial reforms. Violence also 
included the pressure the empire placed on subalterns to fight other subalterns.22

While this book spends considerable time exploring violence in particular 
colonies, including resistance and processes by which violence was normal-
ized, it also considers violence as ‘imperial’, in that it was part of a wider impe-
rial system. The violence of settler colonialism is increasingly recognized and 
indeed commemorated, despite countervailing amnesia and popular resis-
tance, exemplified in the so-called history wars in Australia.23 This commemo-
ration tends to happen at a national level, however, as successor governments 
assume colonial guilt.24 The entangled histories of the involvement of three 
families in imperial violence (whether as critics, participants or members of the 
organized military) underscores the ways in which violence united the empire 
in a parallel history of the unspoken.

A final point I want to emphasize in this brief overview is that to write about 
families in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is of course to 

	22	 I develop this argument further in Elizabeth Elbourne, “Violence, Moral Imperialism and 
Colonial Borderlands, 1770s–1820s: Some Contradictions of Humanitarianism”, Journal 
of Colonialism and Colonial History, 17(1), Spring 2016.

	23	 For example, Robert Manne (ed.), Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of 
Aboriginal History (Carleton, Victoria: Black Inc, 2003).

	24	 On settler colonialism and memory, Annie E. Coombes (ed.), Rethinking Settler Colonial-
ism: History and Memory in Australia, Canada, Aotearoa New Zealand and South Africa 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2006).
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write about patriarchy. In a quite literal sense, much of this book is focused on 
patriarchs and would-be patriarchs. Elite masculinity is particularly central to 
this book. So too are households headed by patriarchs such as William John-
son and Thomas Fowell Buxton: they were local centres of power as well as 
nodes of imperial power, and they could include Indigenous clients. Women 
who headed households, such as Anna Gurney, the partner of Thomas Fowell’s 
sister, also had a form of power, however contingent. As states tried to curtail 
both household and family power, this in some respects reduced the limited 
form of power that some women and a few Indigenous people had accessed via 
the patriarchal household or via relationships with elite white men.

Periodization and Change through Time

Despite the recurrence of particular themes across time and space, there were 
significant changes to the nature of settler colonialism over this period. C.A. 
Bayly famously termed 1780 to 1830 Britain’s ‘imperial meridian’, a period 
characterized, in his view, by the continuing dominance of aristocratic pater-
nalism and the ongoing influence of the men who had fought in the Napoleonic 
Wars.25 On his reading, this was a crucial period of the expansion and con-
solidation of British power in the wake of the loss of America, driven not so 
much by liberalism as by a small agrarian ruling class, informed by aristocratic 
values and Anglicanism. There is room to question the cultural predominance 
of aristocratic agrarianism in this period, given the effectiveness of ongoing 
challenges from liberals and evangelicals and indeed the liberalism of some 
aristocrats (as some of the evidence in this book suggests), but on balance the 
evidence presented here confirms Bayly’s insight about the relative coherence 
of this period and the importance of challenges in the 1830s.

While the empire is often described as undergoing a ‘swing to the east’ over 
this period, these years also saw the creation and expansion of anglophone set-
tler colonies, driven in part by the importance of the navy.26 The significance of 
this settler explosion is all the more evident if American expansion is included 
in the same frame.27 Between 1787 and 1843, the British government founded or 

	25	 C. A. Bayly, Imperial Meridian: The British Empire and the World, 1780–1830 (London and 
New York: Longman, 1989).

	26	 On periodization and the term ‘swing to the east’, first used by Vincent Harlow, see P. J. 
Marshall, “Britain Without America: A Second Empire?” In P. J. Marshall and Alaine Low 
(eds), The Oxford History of the British Empire. Vol. 2: The Eighteenth Century (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), 578–9 and passim.

	27	 James Belich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-
World, 1783–1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) on the ‘Anglo world’. See also 
Kent Fedorowich, “The British Empire on the Move: 1760–1914”, in Sarah Stockwell (ed.), 
The British Empire: Themes and Perspectives (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008), 63–100.
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significantly developed settler colonial states on the continent of Australia (New 
South Wales in 1787, followed by several others), in New Zealand (1840), in Upper 
Canada (created as its own province in 1791) and in the Cape Colony (confirmed 
to Britain in 1814) and Natal (1843) in southern Africa. Much of this expansion 
happened before the expansion of the franchise in 1832. It occasioned significant 
unease, as this book will show, in at least some quarters. By the 1840s, however, 
most Britons accepted settler colonialism and saw it as largely beneficial.

I argue that there was a shift, particularly in North America, from the will-
ingness to use family biopower as a core technique of governance, potentially 
permitting alliances between Indigenous and British elites (in however fragile a 
fashion), to bureaucratic state management by colonial states that were coded 
as neutral but were in practice racialized. This was linked to decline through 
time in the capacity of Indigenous people to use their own strategies to assimi-
late and manage outsiders. Most of the people with whom the British came into 
contact had their own ways to incorporate outsiders, such as sexual exchange 
or allowing outsiders to occupy land in return for loyalty to a leader. For exam-
ple, we shall see that at different ends of the earth and in very different contexts, 
both the Haudenosaunee of eastern North America and the Zulu of southern 
Africa tried to manage colonialism in part through trying to make kin and allies 
or subordinates of outsiders.28 These were assimilative political strategies based 
on an assumption that the dominant group could incorporate non-members 
into existing structures. In contrast, as Indigenous power declined, white set-
tlers claimed the direction of states, often also repudiating white elite family 
power in the process of affirming their own status.29

The shifts in modes of governance this book explores included the increas-
ing bureaucratization of government structures at the micro level, and, at the 
transnational level, the growth of nation states as a loci of power. Such develop-
ments, I suggest, were accompanied both by changing political roles for fami-
lies (loosely defined as kinship groups rather than the nuclear family alone) and 
by a changing set of metaphors about the relationships between states, families 
and Indigenous peoples.30 For example, settlers often came to define them-
selves as ‘the people’ and their states as a form of political family. In the process, 
they repudiated the power of actual families and frequently broke (or decided 

	28	 Compare Audra Simpson, “From White into Red: Captivity Narratives as Alchemies of 
Race and Citizenship”, American Quarterly, 60(2), June 2008, 251–257.

	29	 Cf. Ann Curthoys and Jessie Mitchell, Taking Liberty: Indigenous Rights and Settler Self-
Government in Colonial Australia, 1830–1890 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

	30	 On changing modes of governance, Mary Poovey, Making a Social Body: British Cultural 
Formation, 1830–1864 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Patrick Joyce, The 
Rule of Freedom: Liberalism and the Modern City (London and New York: Verso, 2003); 
Patrick Joyce, The State of Freedom: A Social History of the British State since 1800 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
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to forget) kinship ties with Indigenous peoples. The rise of settler democracy 
through the early nineteenth century sidelined Indigenous power, which was 
often reimagined as a form of corruption, linked to older forms of family-based 
governance, the repudiation of which (however illusory) was in turn crucial to 
the development of politically liberal settler states. This facilitated a populist 
rejection of such alliances as existed between elites and Indigenous peoples, 
particularly Indigenous elites: they could both be cast as corrupt and as oppos-
ing the will of settler ‘majorities’.

A significant issue at play in the book is therefore the role that family 
governance was broadly thought of as playing in societies conceived of as 
not yet ‘civilized’. Since many of the Indigenous peoples whom the British 
colonized prioritized on-the-ground relationships – and often tried to neu-
tralize colonizers by developing family ties and using kinship metaphors 
in diplomacy – their previous relationships with colonizers, including trea-
ties and trust mechanisms, could be dismissed as pre-modern and corrupt, 
with corruption having a whiff of the not-modern about it. It is arguable that 
the repudiation of treaties with Indigenous groups to cynical ends was all the 
easier. Certainly, settler states today continue to live with the legacies of differ-
ent ways of understanding past treaties, including different understandings of 
the relationships they enshrined.

Context and Some Pertinent Scholarship

In making these arguments, this book draws on a wide and diverse range of 
sources. I have been privileged to read across ‘national’ areas and to be inspired 
by several different fields; my indebtedness will become clear. At the same time, 
some comparative transnational scholarship has proved particularly helpful in 
thinking about linkages between regions

One of the significant transnational fields within which this book is situated 
is the burgeoning field of study loosely termed settler colonial studies. Settler 
colonial studies in fact covers a multiplicity of themes. The field has nonethe-
less been shaped in distinctive ways through the early influence of historians 
coming on the one hand from Australian history and on the other hand from 
genocide studies – and in several cases, such as those of Benjamin Madley, Dirk 
Moses and Lorenzo Veracini, making key interventions in both fields.31 Patrick 
Wolfe influentially claimed in a seminal 2006 article that settler colonialism 
is inherently genocidal because it requires a land without people, and there-
fore works either to kill prior occupants or to assimilate them into colonial 

	31	 E.g. Benjamin Madley, “From Terror to Genocide: Britain’s Tasmanian Penal Colony and 
Australia’s History Wars”, Journal of British Studies, 47(1), January 2008, 77–106.
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culture to the point that they lose a distinct identity and are no longer a threat.32 
In this paradigm, settler colonialism is different from other forms of colonial-
ism, having as its definitional characteristic the need to eliminate Indigenous 
people.33 Settler colonial studies emphasizes process over the intention of indi-
viduals. To make such arguments requires taking a stance in debates over the 
definition of genocide, seeing cultural colonialism and forced assimilation as 
also elements of genocide.34 In this optic, settler colonialism is, in Veracini’s 
words, both a ‘distinct form of domination’ with its own characteristics and a 
form that has a broad and deep history.35 ‘Settler’ and ‘Indigenous’ thus become 
capacious transnational and transhistorical categories.

There has been some critical evaluation of settler colonial studies in recent 
years, not least by some First Nations scholars concerned about issues such as 
the creation of a ‘monolithic native/settler binary’ and the need to adapt the 
theory to ‘accommodate the role of Indigenous agency and resistance’, in the 
words of Shino Konishi, or simply the desire for an Indigenous history that 
does not revolve around settler domination.36 A crucial question is therefore 
that of how also to centre and promote Indigenous resurgence.37

As evidence presented in this book in fact suggests, a tight model is only 
partially generalizable across diverse areas of settlement, particularly given dif-
ferent demographic realities, despite the political and intellectual work done by 
the idea of continuity both then and subsequently. Furthermore, too teleologi-
cal a model arguably does not leave a lot of space to analyse changing relation-
ships in the aftermath of the initial period of conquest, including ways in which 
Indigenous peoples managed at times to impose their own political terms, in 
however constrained a manner, on colonists. Labour extraction could and did 
coexist with the theft of land; military recruitment is one often overlooked 
example. Having said that, settler colonial studies makes crucial interventions, 
including expanding the definition of violence and emphasizing continuities 
between assimilation policy and physical violence. The field of settler colonial 

	32	 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native”, Journal of Geno-
cide Research, 8(4), 2006, 387–409.

	33	 See also Edward Cavanagh and Lorenzo Veracini (eds), The Routledge Handbook of the 
History of Settler Colonialism (New York and London: Routledge, 2016); L. Veracini, Set-
tler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

	34	 Ann Curthoys and John Docker, “Defining Genocide”, in Dan Stone (ed.), The Historiog-
raphy of Genocide (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

	35	 Lorenzo Veracini, “Introduction: Settler Colonialism as a Distinct Form of Domination”, in 
Cavanagh and Veracini (eds), Routledge Handbook of the History of Settler Colonialism, 1–8.

	36	 Shino Konishi, “First Nations Scholars, Settler Colonial Studies, and Indigenous History”, 
Australian Historical Studies, 50, 2019, 1–20.

	37	 See, for example, Corey Snelgrove, Rita Kaur Dhamoon and Jeff Corntassel, “Unsettling 
Settler Colonialism: The Discourse and Politics of Settlers, and Solidarity with Indigenous 
Nations”, Decolonization, Indigeneity, Education & Society, 3(2), 2014, 1–32.
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studies is constantly expanding and mutating, and it would be wrong to assume 
that it cannot incorporate a more flexible approach to the study of interaction.38 

Indigenous studies provides another framework for thinking about both 
local complexities and global connections. Indigenous studies explores the past 
and present of people defined as Indigenous across the world, paying attention 
to local realities while placing Indigenous people in global and comparative 
context – albeit without always resolving the tensions this raises. Indigenous 
studies tends to be more interdisciplinary than settler colonial studies, which 
currently focuses more tightly on historical analysis. Nonetheless, boundaries 
between the two fields are surely fluid. There are a number of methodologi-
cal commitments classically associated with Indigenous studies approaches 
and its call to decolonize the academy, including working in partnership with 
communities, ideally carrying out work in service to the community and in 
interaction with Indigenous knowledge holders.39 Given the diversity of Indig-
enous studies and its fluidity, it is difficult to single out a core contribution. 
Nonetheless, of particular importance to this project is the stress placed by 
multiple scholars on the importance of kinship and of place to Indigenous 
worldviews in a variety of contexts.40 Kinship in this perspective might extend 
beyond literal kin and include the notion of the interrelatedness of all people, 
and of the human and the non-human. Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues that 
‘relationality’ is ‘the interpretive and epistemic scaffolding shaping and sup-
porting Indigenous social research and its standards are culturally specific 
and nuanced to the Indigenous researcher’s standpoint and the cultural con-
text of the research’.41 These insights are very helpful in thinking about issues 
such as what treaties might have meant to all participants or the incorporative 
strategies of pastoralists and hunters. They also impose humility, particularly 
on a scholar writing from the outside; I would like here to acknowledge my 

	38	 Laura Ishiguro argues for the expansion of settler colonial studies to consider the ‘settler 
everyday’, for example: Ishiguro, “‘A Dreadful Little Glutton Always Telling You About 
Food’: The Epistolary Everyday and the Making of Settler Colonial British Columbia”, 
Canadian Historical Review, 99(2), 2018, 258–283.

	39	 A classic intervention is Linda Tuhiwah Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 
Indigenous Peoples (London: Zedbooks, 2012). See also Chris Anderson and Jean O’Brien 
(eds), Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies (New York and London: Routledge, 2016).

	40	 For example, Lisa Brooks, The Common Pot: The Recovery of Native Space in the North-
east (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008); Thomas King, “Introduction”, in 
Thomas King (ed.), All My Relations: An Anthology of Contemporary Canadian Native fic-
tion (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1990); Paul L.A. H. Chartrand, “Niw Hk_M-Kanak 
(‘All My Relations’): Métis-First Nations Relations”, Research Paper for the National Cen-
tre for First Nations Governance (Alberta), June 2007.

	41	 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, “Relationality: A Key Presupposition of an Indigenous Social 
Research Paradigm”, in Andersen and M. O’Brien (eds), Sources and Methods in Indig-
enous Studies, 69.
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own limitations. I also want to acknowledge the call of thinkers such as Glen 
Coulthard not to define Indigenous people in relation to settlers.42

A different form of potentially transregional analysis is suggested by schol-
arship on the history of the British Empire that asks about the role of families 
and of family networks in a variety of contexts. Rich studies include Catherine 
Hall’s seminal studies of Zachary and Thomas Macaulay and of the family 
legacies of slavery; Margot Finn’s scholarship on family politics in early mod-
ern South Asia; Emily Manktelow’s analysis of mission families in southern 
Africa; Elizabeth Buettner’s work on the families of the late imperial Raj; or 
Laura Ishiguro’s writing on family letters in British Columbia.43 David Livesay 
argues convincingly for an expansive conception of the ‘Atlantic family’ that 
includes the mixed-race children of enslaved people and slave-owners, even as 
he demonstrates the cultural fluidity of conceptions of family.44 The work of 
David Hancock and others has long shown the importance of kin to merchant 
networks, demonstrating the centrality of family to long-distance economic 
relationships.45 The Quaker banking families to whom the Buxtons, my last 
family, were connected were linked by the trust relationships that came both 
from family ties and from shared religious practice and belief; this enabled 
them to participate in transnational banking and commerce, but it also cre-
ated personal kinship ties that in turn helped the families work together on 
political causes such as abolition and prison reform. Family sociability in the 
British context was also a way to forge economic links and to grease a vari-
ety of transactions, from political activism to international banking.46 All the 
families that I study used, or tried to use, family ties to economic advantage in 
an imperial context.

	42	 Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).

	43	 Laura Ishiguro, Nothing to Write Home About: British Family Correspondence and the 
Settler Colonial Everyday in British Columbia (Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2019); Emily 
Manktelow, Missionary Families: Race, Gender and Generation on the Spiritual Frontier 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015); Catherine Hall, Macaulay and Son: 
Architects of Imperial Britain (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012); Margot Finn, 
“Family Formations: Anglo India and the Familial Proto-State”, in David Feldman and 
Jon Lawrence, (eds), Structures and Transformations in Modern British History: Essays for 
Gareth Stedman Jones (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 100–117; Elizabeth Buettner, 
Empire Families: Britain and late imperial India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

	44	 David Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune: Mixed-Race Jamaicans in Britain and the 
Atlantic Family, 1733–1833 (Chapel Hill, NC: Published for the Omohundro Institute of 
Early American History and Culture by the University of North Carolina Press, 2018).

	45	 David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants and the Integration of the British 
Atlantic Community, 1735–1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

	46	 See also Catherine Hall and Leonore Davidoff, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the 
English Middle Class, 1780–1850 (London and New York: Routledge, revised edition 2002; 
first published 1987).
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Another way in which family worked in empire during this period was 
through the political and economic uses of sexual relationships between col-
onizers and colonized, usually between settler men and Indigenous women. 
Adele Perry’s illuminating study of the Douglas-Connolly family in British 
Columbia, which explores the mixed white, Black and Indigenous ancestry 
of the family of the first governor of British Columbia, suggests among other 
things that multiracial families might find a common identity in imperial ser-
vice.47 At a less elite level, cross-cultural sexual partnerships were economically 
crucial in periods of resource extraction before the development of full-fledged 
white settlement; a prime example is the North American fur trade.48 Family 
ties between white men and South Asian women were also important to the 
functioning of the East India Company.49 Bearing this in mind, the relation-
ship between Molly Brant and William Johnson that Chapter 1 discusses needs 
to be placed in the context of wider local and imperial patterns, including the 
anxiety interracial sexuality increasingly provoked further into the nineteenth 
century.50 In thinking about such relationships, it is crucial to acknowledge the 
role of sexual exploitation in a context of racial and gender inequality as well 
as the vulnerability of Indigenous women to the politics of gender and genera-
tion within their own natal societies.51 There was an enormous range in such 
partnerships, while at the same time casual sexual violence was also endemic on 
colonial frontiers, and competition over women was often a trigger for conflict 
between men.

The fact that such sexual partnerships were not always acknowledged in the 
communities of one or both of the partners does raise the question of what 
counts as ‘family’. In what sense was a sexual relationship in an imperial context 
about family (particularly when outside the bounds of ‘marriage’), rather than 
straightforward sexual exploitation? There is no clear answer to this question, 

	47	 Adele Perry, Colonial Relations: The Douglas-Connolly Family and the Nineteenth-Century 
Colonial World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

	48	 Susan Sleeper Smith, Indian Women and French Men: Rethinking Cultural Encounter in 
the Western Great Lakes (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001); Sylvia Van 
Kirk, Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur Trade Society, 1670–1870 (Norman, OK: Univer-
sity of Oklahoma Press, 1980); Kathleen M. Brown, “Gender Frontiers and Early Encoun-
ters”, in Ellen Hartigan-O’Connor and Lisa G. Materson (eds), The Oxford Handbook of 
American Women’s and Gender History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

	49	 Durba Ghosh, Sex and the Family in Colonial India: The Making of Empire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006).

	50	 Ann Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule 
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002).

	51	 For an overview of issues in concubinage relationships, Philippa Levine, “Sexuality, Gen-
der and Empire”, in Philippa Levine (ed.), Gender and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004), 135–154. See also my “Introduction: Key Themes and Perspectives”, in Gywn 
Campbell and Elizabeth Elbourne (eds), Sex, Power and Slavery (Athens: Ohio University 
Press, 2014), 1–39.
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which underscores the contextual nature of how ‘family’ might be understood. 
I use the term relatively loosely to describe a socially recognized kinship for-
mation, without being precise about what this entailed. I also move between 
‘family’ and ‘kinship’ as organizing concepts in recognition of the culturally 
determined nature of what diverse societies consider ‘family’ to be. In this 
sense, a publicly recognized sexual partnership might be seen as a family rela-
tionship, whereas an entirely covert sexual relationship arguably might not be. 
Things are not, however, simple. In general, shifts in British attitudes towards 
sexual relationships between colonizers and colonized surely reflected chang-
ing conceptions of what counted as family. In the context of the British Empire, 
attitudes changed significantly over the period analysed in this book, from the 
late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries. Changes were also linked to the 
declining capacity of Indigenous societies to impose their own understandings 
of the politics of kinship and to shifting patterns of resource extraction. This 
form of family formation would be deployed by Molly Brant, largely ignored by 
Saxe Bannister and conceptualized as exploitative by the women of the Buxton 
family.

One of the reasons that family mattered as a vector of political power between 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was that family networks, 
broadly defined, enabled people to communicate and act across imperial 
spaces. Distance might be shrunk by letters, news and personal visits, by small 
or large financial transactions, by relationships of trust or exchanges of gos-
sip. Studying imperial families therefore opens the door to what some scholars 
have termed ‘connected history’, or histoire croisée.52 Such an approach enables 
comparison between events in different spaces, but does so through show-
ing entanglement across space. I am interested in families in part because the 
intimate scale of the family spanned the vast space of interconnected colonies. 
Families are therefore an important way to study empire as a networked space, 
linked by personal as well as by institutional networks, but also characterized 
by profound, racialized ignorance.

This approach is in line with work in imperial and global history that seeks 
to make sense of how imperialism and globalization tied together space with-
out reducing individual complexity to artificial abstractions and bloodless 
arguments about structure.53 Important work over the past two decades has 
focused on networks and the ways in which networks brought diverse colo-
nies into conversation with one another. This is a hallmark of what has been 
called the ‘new imperial history’ (although of course ‘new’ does tend over time 

	52	 Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann, “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée 
and the Challenge of Reflexivity”, History and Theory, 45 (February 2006), 30–50.

	53	 Simon Potter and Jonathan Saha, “Global History, Imperial History and Connected 
Histories of Empire”, Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, 16(1), Spring 2015, 
doi:10.1353/cch.2015.0009.
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to become older). Such analysis tries to escape from an approach that focuses 
on the dichotomous relationship between colony and metropole in order to 
see more complex relationships between diverse ‘nodes’ and ‘circuits’ in impe-
rial networks, to borrow terms deployed by Alan Lester.54 The approach opens 
the door to fruitful comparisons between settler colonies, rather than solely in 
relationship to London.55

The enormous problem of the limitation of archival sources in regard to 
colonial history is evident in the analysis of networks. The risk of a networked 
approach focused on the movement of people (perhaps more than in the case 
of the movement of goods) is that it is easiest to study the white elites who left 
the most visible archival traces.56 The concept of a Black Atlantic and a focus 
on Black mobility throughout the early modern Atlantic World has long stood 
as a counterexample to the predominance of white subjects in studies of impe-
rial networks.57 Is it possible similarly to analyse Indigenous networks, even if 
Indigenous people were less mobile across the seas linking imperial spaces than 
enslaved people? Is it possible to write a networked Indigenous history for the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that might, for example, consider the ways 
in which Indigenous people attempted to forge links between colonized peo-
ples in different societies, or came to think of themselves as potentially hold-
ing things in common, even before the more evident global networks of the 
mid-twentieth century and beyond?58 One approach has been to study Indig-
enous people who were mobile, as Coll Thrush does in his illuminating history  

	54	 For example, Alan Lester, “Imperial Circuits and Networks: Geographies of the British 
Empire”, History Compass, 4(1), January 2006, 124–141; Lester, Imperial Networks: Creat-
ing Identities in Nineteenth-Century South Africa and Britain (New York and London: 
Routledge, 2005); Tony Ballantyne, Between Colonialism and Diaspora: Sikh Cultural 
Formations in an Imperial World (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006); Tony Bal-
lantyne, Entanglements of Empire: Missionaries, Maori, and the Question of the Body (Dur-
ham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014); Zoe Laidlaw, Colonial Connections 1815–1845: 
Patronage, the Information Revolution and Colonial Government (Manchester: Manches-
ter University Press, 2006).

	55	 For example, Penelope Edmonds, Urbanizing Frontiers: Indigenous People and Settlers in 
19th-Century Pacific Rim Cities (Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2010); Kenton Storey, Settler 
Anxiety at the Outposts of Empire: Colonial Relations, Humanitarian Discourses, and the 
Imperial Press (Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2016).

	56	 This is evident, for example, in the wealth of information in Alan Lester and David Lam-
bert (eds), Colonial Lives Across the British Empire: Imperial Careering in the Long Nine-
teenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).

	57	 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1992).

	58	 For my own early (and speculative) stab at these questions, Elizabeth Elbourne, “Indig-
enous Peoples and Imperial Networks in the Early Nineteenth Century: The Politics of 
Knowledge”, in Philip Buckner and R. Douglas Francis (eds), Rediscovering the British 
World (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2005).
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of Indigenous peoples in Britain.59 More generally, a number of scholars have 
begun to explore the history of Indigenous networks within and beyond empire, 
as exemplified in the 2014 collection edited by Jane Carey and Jane Lydon, Indig-
enous Networks: Mobility, Connections and Exchange. Indeed, Carey and Lydon 
critique British Empire scholarship on imperial networks for, in their view, pay-
ing insufficient attention to Indigenous perspectives.60 In the meantime, in their 
2015 edited collection Indigenous Communities and Settler Societies, Alan Lester 
and Zoe Laidlaw ask how to think about Indigenous communities as simulta-
neously global and local, or indeed as translocal, as they point to the ‘analyti-
cal difficulty of encompassing the global scale of Indigenous dispossession and 
resilience in the face of the Anglo-world’s settler invasion, while simultaneously 
comprehending the local particularities of these processes in individual Indig-
enous communities’.61 Family histories can scarcely solve all these problems, 
but they can remind us of entanglements that were often purposely forgotten. 
They can also at times help us trace more intimate networks between diverse 
colonized people, as well as between settlers and Indigenous peoples. They can 
capture how families moved through imperial spaces.62 They can help us think 
about how Indigenous people were global as well as local.

In all this, it is important to remember, as Simon Potter among others has 
argued, that networks were not frictionless. Rather, they were imperfect vec-
tors of transmission, deeply shaped by power relationships.63 Networks need 
to be interrogated for what they impeded as well as what they enabled, and 
they need to be understood as part of a larger analysis of power. This paral-
lels ways in which family networks could be dysfunctional and unequal, com-
plicated by unequal access to power and the complexities and fallibilities of 
human relationships. If families tied the empire together, they did so in a very 
uneven manner, shaped not only by the deeply unequal access of particular 
families to power, but also by the vagaries of individual experience. Their 
power was affected by shifts in the politics of kinship at particular times and 

	59	 Coll Thrush, Indigenous London: Native Travellers at the Heart of Empire (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2016).

	60	 Jane Carey and Jane Lydon, “Indigenous Networks: Historical Trajectories”, in Jane Carey 
and Jane Lydon (eds), Indigenous Networks: Mobility, Connections and Exchange (New 
York and London: Routledge, 2014), 1–26.

	61	 Alan Lester and Zoe Laidlaw, “Indigenous Sites and Mobilities: Connected Struggles in 
the Long Nineteenth Century”, in Lester and Laidlaw (eds), Indigenous Communities and 
Settler Colonialism: Land Holding, Loss and Survival in an Interconnected World (London 
and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 6.

	62	 Compare Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune; Perry, Colonial Relations.
	63	 For example, the collection of international news in the late nineteenth century was con-

trolled by powerful syndicates and certainly did not flow freely. Simon Potter, “Webs, 
Networks, and Systems: Globalization and the Mass Media in the Nineteenth- and 
Twentieth-Century British Empire”, The Journal of British Studies, 46(3), 2007, 621–646.
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places, especially, as I suggested earlier, in the teeth of ideas about supposedly 
modernizing economies and the growth of democracy.

Beyond scholarship on the empire-wide themes studied and methodologies 
employed in this book, I also draw on a number of significant works in the 
complicated histories of the particular places to which my subjects travelled. 
My great indebtedness to other historians of these places will become appar-
ent throughout the book. Here I want to underscore the extent to which these 
remain living histories, as settler societies struggle with reconciliation and 
other responses to difficult pasts.64 I also want to stress that there is considerable 
variation in both the popular historical memory and the scholarly historiogra-
phy of the diverse frontier areas that I discuss. It perhaps goes without saying 
that despite the continuities of experience imposed by colonialism, Indigenous 
peoples in each colony were diverse, as were circumstances of demography and 
environment. This warns against too readily flattening differences, whatever the 
global ambition of this project.65

It is instructive to compare the politics of memory in Australia and South 
Africa. Australia has been wracked by debate, the so-called history wars, over 
the extent of violence towards Indigenous people and appropriate reparations. 
Even if it took an extensive public debate, the violence of conquest has been 
reaffirmed in the wake of high-profile controversy in the early years of the 
twenty-first century sparked by Keith Windschuttle’s claim that ‘black arm-
band’ historians had dramatically inflated the number of deaths in frontier 
conflict for political ends.66 Even here, however, the full extent of violence has 
been disputed and frequently understated. Lyndall Ryan has published initial 
results from her team’s attempt to count and to map massacres of Indigenous 
people on the Australian continent. Even the minimal counts, using a proto-
col that requires stringent documentation, make it clear that massacre was the 
ready companion of settlement in Australia, a context in which the British state 
had made no agreements with the many Indigenous peoples and there were 
multiple fresh frontiers throughout the nineteenth century. Australian schol-
arship is certainly not exclusively concerned with violence, but the theme does 
permeate much historical writing and public discourse.

In South Africa, the genocide of San peoples was followed by two hundred 
years of further horrors, while Khoekhoe- and San-descended people were for 

	64	 Penelope Edmonds, Settler Colonialism and (Re)conciliation: Frontier Violence, Affective 
Performances, and Imaginative Refoundings (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).

	65	 Annie E. Coombes, “Memory and History in Settler Colonialism”, in Coombes (ed.), 
Rethinking Settler Colonialism: History and Memory in Australia, Canada, Aotearoa New 
Zealand and South Africa (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 
2006), 1–4.
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1803–1847 (Macleay Press, 2002) ; Manne (ed.), Whitewash.
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a long time seen as ‘coloured’ people under apartheid (supposedly more privi-
leged than ‘Africans’) rather than as Indigenous people. So far, land reparations 
have been for post-1913 dispossession, excluding the earlier colonization of the 
Khoekhoe and San. What does it mean to be Indigenous in Africa and who 
falls within that category? To be Indigenous on the global stage has given more 
power to the marginalized San of Botswana, for example; the claim has also 
excited controversy. South Africans have no difficulty believing in the violence 
perpetrated against the San, but neither the majority government now nor the 
apartheid government of the past has emphasized the subject. The situation is 
completely different again in New Zealand, with its substantial Maori popula-
tion, where the events of this period are used to inform the decisions of the 
Waitangi Tribunal.

The past, in other words, continues to haunt the present, just as, of course, 
the present haunts our reading of the past, but in shifting and contingent 
ways. This book discusses a historical period when settler colonial states were 
entrenched, in a manner that made them seem part of an inevitable historical 
process to many observers by the end of the period, in a way in which they were 
not at the start. We continue to live with the aftermath of these assumptions, 
and these experiences.
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