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(b  Canawaugus [now Avon, Livingston  Co], ca  1735; d  Onondaga  Indian  Rese rva tion  
[loc in  Onondaga  Co], 10 Aug 1815). Seneca  prophe t, ch ie f, and  warrior. Re la tive ly 
little  is  known of h is e a rly life , and  h is b irth  nam e is not known. A ha lf-brothe r of 
the  Seneca  war ch ie f Cornplan te r, a t som e  poin t he  ga ine d  the  he redita ry title  
Handsom e Lake , by which  he  is  com m only known. He  supporte d  the  a lliance  with  
the  British  during the  Revolu tionary War bu t was not pa rticu la rly active  in  Seneca  
politica l a ffa irs, a lthough he  signe d  the  1797 Trea ty of Big Tree , and  had  a  
reputa tion  as a  drunkard . 

The  Seneca  a fte r the  Revolu tionary War faced  a  daunting se rie s of problem s. The  
en tire  Iroquois cu lture  experie nced  m ajor destructive  changes, including ongoing 
loss of land , a  new rese rva tion  system , instab ility in  the  trad itiona l fam ily unit, 
a lcohol abuse , and  accusa tions of witchcra ft. Cultura l, re ligious, and  politica l 
factiona lism  grew increasingly preva len t. Com pounding these  changes, ancien t 
ritua ls used  to  trea t d iseases continued  ine ffective  aga inst illnesses in troduced  by 
Europeans. 

Living a  d issolu te  life  on  Cornplante r Grant in  Pennsylvan ia  on  the  Alleghe ny River, 
Handsom e Lake  em erged  from  a  trance  on  15 June  1799 and  began  preaching a  
new m essage  of sa lvation  to  h is people . He  reported  tha t he  had  d ied  and  been  
transported  to  heave n  by three  ce lestia l be ings. This was the  first of a  se rie s of 
trances in  which  he  saw the  destructive  e ffects of white  cu lture . The  trad itiona l 
im portance  of dream s and  the ir in te rpre ta tion  am ong the  Iroquois pa rtia lly 
expla ins h is visions be ing so easily accepte d  am ong h is pe ople . Recovering in  
hea lth , Handsom e Lake  began  to  advoca te  a  se rie s of prohib itions a im ed a t m ora l 
sa lva tion  for the  Iroquois. 
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The  new m essage , often  ca lled  the  Code  of Handsom e Lake , or Ga iwiio (Good News 
or Good Word), p rohib ited  a lcohol, sexua l prom iscuity, abortion , witchcra ft, and  
gam bling. It is  the  basis in  the  20th  and  21st cen turies of som e  Iroquois opposition  
to  casinos on  rese rva tions. Handsom e Lake  be lieve d  tha t m uch of the  Seneca  
problem  cam e from  the  evil workings of witches, who were  urged  to  confess and  
repent, and  pred icted  tha t evil would  eventua lly resu lt in  the  fie ry destruction  of the  
world . He  advoca ted  for fam ily stab ility and  the  ca re  of ch ildren  a nd  the  e lde rly. The  
influe nce  of va rious m issionary e fforts am ong the  Se neca  was evident in  h is code , 
and  Handsom e Lake  incorpora ted  e lem ents from  both  trad itiona l and  Christian  
system s in to a  new Iroquois re ligion . He  especia lly advoca ted  ke eping four Seneca  
trad itions pe rform ed a t the  annua l m idwin te r ce rem onies: the  Drum  Dance , the  
Grea t Fea the r Dance , the  Persona l Chant, and  the  Grea t Bowl Ga m e. 

Handsom e Lake  would  spend the  rem ainder of h is life  prose lytizing h is vision . He  
m oved to  Cold  Spring on  the  Allegany Ind ian  Rese rva tion  in  1803. Although h is 
m essage  was in itia lly accepted  am ong the  Seneca , h is overzea lous focus on  
witchcra ft led  to  both  h is and  h is dogm a 's re jection . Severa l Sene ca  accounts during 
th is pe riod  te ll of witches be ing e xecuted . Eventua lly, Handsom e Lake  m odera ted  
h is views, e specia lly following h is accusa tion  of a  m em ber of a  prom ine nt Lenape  
fam ily residen t am ong the  Seneca . In  1809 he  m oved to  the  Tonawanda  Indian  
Rese rva tion . He  d ied  during a  m issionary trip  to  the  Onondaga , who had  invite d  
h im . Handsom e Lake  had  a  foreboding of h is dea th  and  reported  a  visita tion  of the  
corn  sp irit bu t chose  to  continue  to  trave l regard less. Following h is dea th  severa l 
adherents, includ ing Gov Blacksnake , took up  h is m essage  and  contribu te d  to  its  
spread , which  continued  in to the  21st cen tury. 
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