James Fenimore Cooper:

The Last of the Mohicans (1826)

Introduction [to the 1831 edition]

It is believed that the scene of this tale, and most of the infor-
mation necessary to understand its allusions, are rendered sufficiently
obvious to the reader in the text itself, or in the accompanying notes.
Still there is so much obscurity in the Indian traditions, and so much
confusion in the Indian names, as to render some explanation useful.

Few men exhibit greater diversity, or, if we may so express it,
greater antithesis of character, than the native warrior of North Amer-
ica. In war, he is daring, boastful, cunning, ruthless, self-denying, and
self-devoted; in peace, just, generous, hospitable, revengeful, supersti-
tious, modest, and commonly chaste. These are qualities, it is true,
which do not distinguish all alike; but they are so far the predominat-
ing traits of these remarkable people as to be characteristic.

It is generally believed that the Aborigines of the American conti-
nent have an Asiatic origin. There are many physical as well as moral
facts which corroborate this opinion, and some few that would seem to
weigh against it.

The color of the Indian, the writer believes, is peculiar to himself,
and while his cheek-bones have a very striking indication of a Tartar
origin, his eyes have not. Climate may have had great influence on the
former, but it is difficult to see how it can have produced the substan-
tial difference which exists in the latter. The imagery of the Indian,
both in his poetry and in his oratory, is oriental; chastened, and per-
haps improved, by the limited range of his practical knowledge. He
draws his metaphors from the clouds, the seasons, the birds, the beasts,
and the vegetable world. In this, perhaps, he does no more than any
other energetic and imaginative race would do, being compelled to set
bounds to fancy by experience; but the North American Indian clothes
his ideas in a dress which is different from that of the African, and is
oriental in itself. His language has the richness and sententious fullness
of the Chinese. He will express a phrase in a word, and he will qualify
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the meaning of an entire sentence by a syllable; he will even convey
different significations by the simplest inflections of the voice.

Philologists have said that there are but two or three languages,
properly speaking, among all the numerous tribes which formerly
occupied the country that now composes the United States. They
ascribe the known difficulty one people have to understand another to
corruptions and dialects. The writer remembers to have been present
at an interview between two chiefs of the Great Prairies west of the
Mississippi, and when an interpreter was in attendance who spoke both
their languages. The warriors appeared to be on the most friendly
terms, and seemingly conversed much together; yet, according to the
account of the interpreter, each was absolutely ignorant of what the
other said. They were of hostile tribes, brought together by the influ-
ence of the American government; and it is worthy of remark, that a
common policy led them both to adopt the same subject. They mutu-
ally exhorted each other to be of use in the event of the chances of war
throwing either of the parties into the hands of his enemies. Whatever
may be the truth, as respects the root and the genius of the Indian
tongues, it is quite certain they are now so distinct in their words as to
possess most of the disadvantages of strange languages; hence much of
the embarrassment that has arisen in learning their histories, and most
of the uncertainty which exists in their traditions.

Like nations of higher pretensions, the American Indian gives a
very different account of his own tribe or race from that which is given
by other people. He is much addicted to overestimating his own per-
fections, and to undervaluing those of his rival or his enemy; a trait
which may possibly be thought corroborative of the Mosaic account of
the creation.

The whites have assisted greatly in rendering the traditions of the
Aborigines more obscure by their own manner of corrupting names.
Thus, the term used in the title of this book has undergone the chang-
es of Mahicanni, Mohicans, and Mohegans; the latter being the word
commonly used by the whites. When it is remembered that the Dutch
(who first settled New York), the English, and the French, all gave
appellations to the tribes that dwelt within the country which is the
scene of this story, and that the Indians not only gave different names
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to their enemies, but frequently to themselves, the cause of the confu-
sion will be understood.

In these pages, Lenni-Lenape, Lenope, Delawares, Wapanachki,
and Mohicans, all mean the same people, or tribes of the same stock.
The Mengwe, the Maquas, the Mingoes, and the Iroquois, though not
all strictly the same, are identified frequently by the speakers, being
politically confederated and opposed to those just named. Mingo was a
term of peculiar reproach, as were Mengwe and Maqua in a less de-
gree.

The Mohicans were the possessors of the country first occupied by
the Europeans in this portion of the continent. They were, conse-
quently, the first dispossessed; and the seemingly inevitable fate of all
these people, who disappear before the advances, or it might be
termed the inroads, of civilization, as the verdure of their native forests
falls before the nipping frosts, is represented as having already befallen
them. There is sufficient historical truth in the picture to justify the
use that has been made of it.

In point of fact, the country which is the scene of the following tale
has undergone as little change, since the historical events alluded to
had place, as almost any other district of equal extent within the whole
limits of the United States. There are fashionable and well-attended
watering-places at and near the spring where Hawkeye halted to drink,
and roads traverse the forests where he and his friends were compelled
to journey without even a path. Glen’s has a large village; and while
William Henry, and even a fortress of later date, are only to be traced
as ruins, there is another village on the shores of the Horican. But,
beyond this, the enterprise and energy of a people who have done so
much in other places have done little here. The whole of that wilder-
ness, in which the latter incidents of the legend occurred, is nearly a
wilderness still, though the red man has entirely deserted this part of
the state. Of all the tribes named in these pages, there exist only a few
half-civilized beings of the Oneidas, on the reservations of their people
in New York. The rest have disappeared, either from the regions in
which their fathers dwelt, or altogether from the earth.

There is one point on which we would wish to say a word before
closing this preface. Hawkeye calls the Lac du Saint Sacrement, the
“Horican.” As we believe this to be an appropriation of the name that

THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS 4

has its origin with ourselves, the time has arrived, perhaps, when the
fact should be frankly admitted. While writing this book, fully a quar-
ter of a century since, it occurred to us that the French name of this
lake was too complicated, the American too commonplace, and the
Indian too unpronounceable, for either to be used familiarly in a work
of fiction. Looking over an ancient map, it was ascertained that a tribe
of Indians, called “Les Horicans” by the French, existed in the neigh-
borhood of this beautiful sheet of water. As every word uttered by
Natty Bumppo was not to be received as rigid truth, we took the liber-
ty of putting the “Horican” into his mouth, as the substitute for “Lake
George.” The name has appeared to find favor, and all things consid-
ered, it may possibly be quite as well to let it stand, instead of going
back to the House of Hanover for the appellation of our finest sheet of
water. We relieve our conscience by the confession, at all events leav-
ing it to exercise its authority as it may see fit.

Chapter XVII

[...] The advance, with Heyward at its head, had already reached
the defile, and was slowly disappearing, when the attention of Cora
was drawn to a collection of stragglers by the sounds of contention. A
truant provincial was paying the forfeit of his disobedience, by being
plundered of those very effects which had caused him to desert his
place in the ranks. The man was of powerful frame, and too avaricious
to part with his goods without a struggle. Individuals from either party
interfered; the one side to prevent and the other to aid in the robbery.
Voices grew loud and angry, and a hundred savages appeared, as it
were, by magic, where a dozen only had been seen a minute before. It
was then that Cora saw the form of Magua gliding among his coun-
trymen, and speaking with his fatal and artful eloquence. The mass of
women and children stopped, and hovered together like alarmed and
fluttering birds. But the cupidity of the Indian was soon gratified, and
the different bodies again moved slowly onward.

The savages now fell back, and seemed content to let their enemies
advance without further molestation. But, as the female crowd ap-
proached them, the gaudy colors of a shawl attracted the eyes of a wild
and untutored Huron. He advanced to seize it without the least hesita-



5 JAMES FENIMORE COOPER

tion. The woman, more in terror than through love of the ornament,
wrapped her child in the coveted article, and folded both more closely
to her bosom. Cora was in the act of speaking, with an intent to advise
the woman to abandon the trifle, when the savage relinquished his
hold of the shawl, and tore the screaming infant from her arms. Aban-
doning everything to the greedy grasp of those around her, the mother
darted, with distraction in her mien, to reclaim her child. The Indian
smiled grimly, and extended one hand, in sign of a willingness to ex-
change, while, with the other, he flourished the babe over his head,
holding it by the feet as if to enhance the value of the ransom.

“Here—here—there—all—any—everything!” exclaimed the breath-
less woman, tearing the lighter articles of dress from her person with
ill-directed and trembling fingers; “take all, but give me my babe!”

The savage spurned the worthless rags, and perceiving that the
shawl had already become a prize to another, his bantering but sullen
smile changing to a gleam of ferocity, he dashed the head of the infant
against a rock, and cast its quivering remains to her very feet. For an
instant the mother stood, like a statue of despair, looking wildly down
at the unseemly object, which had so lately nestled in her bosom and
smiled in her face; and then she raised her eyes and countenance to-
ward heaven, as if calling on God to curse the perpetrator of the foul
deed. She was spared the sin of such a prayer for, maddened at his
disappointment, and excited at the sight of blood, the Huron merciful-
ly drove his tomahawk into her own brain. The mother sank under the
blow, and fell, grasping at her child, in death, with the same engross-
ing love that had caused her to cherish it when living.

At that dangerous moment, Magua placed his hands to his mouth,
and raised the fatal and appalling whoop. The scattered Indians started
at the well-known cry, as coursers bound at the signal to quit the goal;
and directly there arose such a yell along the plain, and through the
arches of the wood, as seldom burst from human lips before. They
who heard it listened with a curdling horror at the heart, little inferior
to that dread which may be expected to attend the blasts of the final
summons.

More than two thousand raving savages broke from the forest at
the signal, and threw themselves across the fatal plain with instinctive
alacrity. We shall not dwell on the revolting horrors that succeeded.
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Death was everywhere, and in his most terrific and disgusting aspects.
Resistance only served to inflame the murderers, who inflicted their
furious blows long after their victims were beyond the power of their
resentment. The flow of blood might be likened to the outbreaking of
a torrent; and as the natives became heated and maddened by the
sight, many among them even kneeled to the earth, and drank freely,
exultingly, hellishly, of the crimson tide. [...]

Chapter XXXII

[...] At this moment the forms of all four were strongly drawn
against an opening in the sky, and they disappeared. Nearly frantic
with disappointment, Uncas and Heyward increased efforts that al-
ready seemed superhuman, and they issued from the cavern on the side
of the mountain, in time to note the route of the pursued. The course
lay up the ascent, and still continued hazardous and laborious.

Encumbered by his rifle, and, perhaps, not sustained by so deep an
interest in the captive as his companions, the scout suffered the latter
to precede him a little, Uncas, in his turn, taking the lead of Heyward.
In this manner, rocks, precipices and difficulties were surmounted in
an incredibly short space, that at another time, and under other cir-
cumstances, would have been deemed almost insuperable. But the
impetuous young men were rewarded by finding that, encumbered
with Cora, the Hurons were losing ground in the race.

“Stay, dog of the Wyandots!” exclaimed Uncas, shaking his bright
tomahawk at Magua; “a Delaware girl calls stay!”

“I will go no further!” cried Cora, stopping unexpectedly on a
ledge of rock, that overhung a deep precipice, at no great distance
from the summit of the mountain. “Kill me if thou wilt, detestable
Huron; I will go no further.”

The supporters of the maiden raised their ready tomahawks with
the impious joy that fiends are thought to take in mischief, but Magua
stayed the uplifted arms. The Huron chief, after casting the weapons
he had wrested from his companions over the rock, drew his knife, and
turned to his captive, with a look in which conflicting passions fiercely
contended.

“Woman,” he said, “chose; the wigwam or the knife of Le Subtil!”
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Cora regarded him not, but dropping on her knees, she raised her
eyes and stretched her arms toward heaven, saying in a meek and yet
confiding voice:

“I am thine; do with me as thou seest best!”

“Woman,” repeated Magua, hoarsely, and endeavoring in vain to
catch a glance from her serene and beaming eye, “choose!”

But Cora neither heard nor heeded his demand. The form of the
Huron trembled in every fibre, and he raised his arm on high, but
dropped it again with a bewildered air, like one who doubted. Once
more he struggled with himself and lifted the keen weapon again; but
just then a piercing cry was heard above them, and Uncas appeared,
leaping frantically, from a fearful height, upon the ledge. Magua re-
coiled a step; and one of his assistants, profiting by the chance,
sheathed his own knife in the bosom of Cora.

"The Huron sprang like a tiger on his offending and already retreat-
ing country man, but the falling form of Uncas separated the unnatural
combatants. Diverted from his object by this interruption, and mad-
dened by the murder he had just witnessed, Magua buried his weapon
in the back of the prostrate Delaware, uttering an unearthly shout as
he committed the dastardly deed. But Uncas arose from the blow, as
the wounded panther turns upon his foe, and struck the murderer of
Cora to his feet, by an effort in which the last of his failing strength
was expended. Then, with a stern and steady look, he turned to Le
Subtil, and indicated by the expression of his eye all that he would do
had not the power deserted him. The latter seized the nerveless arm of
the unresisting Delaware, and passed his knife into his bosom three
several times, before his victim, still keeping his gaze riveted on his
enemy, with a look of inextinguishable scorn, fell dead at his feet.

“Mercy! mercy! Huron,” cried Heyward, from above, in tones
nearly choked by horror; “give mercy, and thou shalt receive from it!”

Whirling the bloody knife up at the imploring youth, the victori-
ous Magua uttered a cry so fierce, so wild, and yet so joyous, that it
conveyed the sounds of savage triumph to the ears of those who fought
in the valley, a thousand feet below. He was answered by a burst from
the lips of the scout, whose tall person was just then seen moving
swiftly toward him, along those dangerous crags, with steps as bold
and reckless as if he possessed the power to move in air. But when the
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hunter reached the scene of the ruthless massacre, the ledge was ten-
anted only by the dead.

His keen eye took a single look at the victims, and then shot its
glances over the difficulties of the ascent in his front. A form stood at
the brow of the mountain, on the very edge of the giddy height, with
uplifted arms, in an awful attitude of menace. Without stopping to
consider his person, the rifle of Hawkeye was raised; but a rock, which
fell on the head of one of the fugitives below, exposed the indignant
and glowing countenance of the honest Gamut. Then Magua issued
from a crevice, and, stepping with calm indifference over the body of
the last of his associates, he leaped a wide fissure, and ascended the
rocks at a point where the arm of David could not reach him. A single
bound would carry him to the brow of the precipice, and assure his
safety. Before taking the leap, however, the Huron paused, and shak-
ing his hand at the scout, he shouted:

“The pale faces are dogs! the Delawares women! Magua leaves
them on the rocks, for the crows!”

Laughing hoarsely, he made a desperate leap, and fell short of his
mark, though his hands grasped a shrub on the verge of the height.
The form of Hawkeye had crouched like a beast about to take its
spring, and his frame trembled so violently with eagerness that the
muzzle of the half-raised rifle played like a leaf fluttering in the wind.
Without exhausting himself with fruitless efforts, the cunning Magua
suffered his body to drop to the length of his arms, and found a frag-
ment for his feet to rest on. Then, summoning all his powers, he re-
newed the attempt, and so far succeeded as to draw his knees on the
edge of the mountain. It was now, when the body of his enemy was
most collected together, that the agitated weapon of the scout was
drawn to his shoulder. The surrounding rocks themselves were not
steadier than the piece became, for the single instant that it poured out
its contents. The arms of the Huron relaxed, and his body fell back a
little, while his knees still kept their position. Turning a relentless look
on his enemy, he shook a hand in grim defiance. But his hold loos-
ened, and his dark person was seen cutting the air with its head down-
ward, for a fleeting instant, until it glided past the fringe of shrubbery
which clung to the mountain, in its rapid flight to destruction.



