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It is impossible to say when the first
marriage between an American Indian and a non-Indian occurred.
Perhaps it was a marriage with an American Indian ceremony. Surely
it was between an American Indian woman and a man, probably a white
man.

Love stories, especially those between
Native peoples and newcomers, are usually left out of national
histories. But the story of people connecting, pairing, having
families, departing, dividing up, and doing it all over again is
central to how the world’s peoples and cultures came to be. So why
is love, so clearly at the core of human experience, or, more
specifically, love across cultural boundaries, a missing plot
line?

Historically, these unions became like
state secrets that had to be kept under wraps since they posed
problems for nations on both sides of the frontier. These
integrated families blurred the dividing line between colonizer and
colonized and countered colonialists’ dreams of seizing new lands
and subjugating Indigenous people.
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Arrival of European
settlers in America

 


Where Europeans and Indigenous peoples
first encountered each other, they fought over land and resources
-- and women. On many frontiers, settlers negotiated the novel
marriage practices they encountered. By respecting local marriage
protocols, white frontiersmen avoided violence and gained access to
the local political, economic, and environmental knowledge networks
needed to sustain themselves on unfamiliar land.

Yet, for colonial elites, such
relationships threatened to disrupt what they hoped would be a
forward expansion of the frontier. Indigenous peoples’ marriage
systems allowed for the “uncivilized” practices they rejected, such
as inheriting land and property through the female line and
polygamy. Settlers and their new families integrated into worlds
where Indigenous rights still mattered. However, the enforcement of
its own legal and cultural system was fundamental to colonial
power.

In the decades after the
Revolutionary War, theater was a crucial medium for spreading ideas
about what it meant to be American -- especially for the 10 percent
of men and 50 percent of women who couldn’t read. Playwrights like
James Nelson Barker, who penned The Indian
Princess, were eager to unite a country of
fractious colonists around a shared ideology and often used their
plays to construct narratives about national identity and destiny.
At the heart of these stories were mythologized images of Indians
as “noble savages,” either fighting their last battle or, like
Pocahontas, embracing the inevitability of colonial
conquest.

The Pocahontas story, largely divorced
from historical reality, went on to become a touchstone of American
culture, helping to shape “attitudes, judgments, beliefs and
actions” for hundreds of years.

Myths need a receptive
audience to get off the ground. Barker’s The Indian Princess
swept the East Coast in the early 1800s.
Reviewers praised it as “one of the most chaste and elegant plays
ever written in the U. States.” Imitators soon followed,
including Pocahontas, or The Settlers of
Virginia (1830), Pocahontas (1838) by Utopian
reformer Robert Dale Owen, The Forest
Princess (1844) and Po-ca-hon-tas: Or, the Gentle Savage (1855).

The stock characters and themes stayed
relatively constant: A noble Indian warrior mourned the inevitable
demise of his people, while an Indian maiden fell in love with a
white man, conveniently passing the baton to Europeans and
overwriting tragedy with romance. The Indian maiden was sometimes
sexy and “wanton,” a wild woman who “goes without a petticoat.”
Sometimes she embodied feminine virtues of Christian piety.
Sometimes she did both, depending on the author’s
agenda.

James Nelson Barker
asserted that The Indian Princess
was as close to “historic truth… as dramatic
rules would allow.” But little historic truth was evident in this
and subsequent depictions of Pocahontas’s life. Barker based his
plot on John Smith’s 1624 Generall
Historie of Virginia, an account doubted
even by historians at the time. Captain Smith notoriously claimed
that, after his capture by the Tsenacommacah tribe, the warriors
were “ready with their clubs, to beate out his braines,” when
Pocahontas, daughter of the powerful chief Powhatan, “got his head
in her armes, and laid her owne upon his to save him from
death.”
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A rendition of Native
American princess Pocahontas saving Captain John Smith

 


Smith did not claim a romantic
relationship with Pocahontas, who would have been 10 years old at
the time, but he held up her sisterly love for him as a model for
Indian-white relations under colonization. In later stage
renditions, their affection was spun into a sexual
affair.

This romantic storyline -- a conqueror
in a foreign land saved from death by the love of a “native”
princess -- appears in popular English ballads as far back as the
1300s. Some historians think Captain John Smith misinterpreted a
ritual meant to incorporate him into family and political alliance
with Powhatan. But most see the tale as a dramatic flourish meant
to inflate Captain Smith’s own legend.

In reality, Sir Samuel Argall took
Pocahontas as his prisoner in 1613, hoping to use her to secure the
return of some English prisoners and stolen English weapons and
tools. Although Pocahontas’s father released seven English
prisoners, an impasse resulted when he did not return the weapons
and tools and refused to negotiate further. Treated with courtesy
during her captivity, Pocahontas was converted to Christianity and
was baptized Rebecca. She accepted a proposal of marriage from John
Rolfe, a distinguished settler; both the Virginia governor, Sir
Thomas Dale, and Chief Powhatan agreed to the marriage, which took
place in April 1614. Following the marriage, peace prevailed
between the English and the Native Americans as long as Chief
Powhatan lived.
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Marriage of Pocahontas to
John Rolfe in 1614

 


In the spring of 1616 Pocahontas, her
husband, their one-year-old son, Thomas, and a group of other
Native Americans, men and women, sailed with Governor Dale to
England. There she was entertained at royal festivities. The
Virginia Company apparently saw her visit as a device to publicize
the colony and to win support from King James I and
investors.
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Pocahontas meeting King
James I in England

 


Despite John Smith’s account of
Pocahontas’ regal carriage, she began to get sick during her visit
to England. The family took to the country in an attempt to let her
body rest. Her Native body did not have built up immunity that the
English accrued over a lifetime of living in a crowded city with
relatively poor sanitation. Given her Native companions’ documented
lung problems, it is likely that Pocahontas contracted pneumonia
while in England and her body did not have the antibodies necessary
to fight the infection. When they were ready to leave, Pocahontas’
lungs were full of fluid and she was too sick to make it out of
London. Pocahontas died and was buried at Gravesend, leaving behind
her sick son and bereft husband. Though little two-year-old Thomas
survived his sickness, John Rolfe left him behind in London and
never saw him again.
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Portrait of Pocahontas with
son Thomas

 


Unfortunately, Captain
John Smith’s mythic description of his rescue was widely accepted
as history, and imaginative presentations of Pocahontas’s story
were often molded into romances that sometimes focused as much on
her relationship with Captain Smith -- as in the Walt Disney
Company’s animated feature Pocahontas (1995) -- as on her
relationship with John Rolfe.
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Pocahontas (Walt Disney
Pictures)

 


Although the Walt Disney Company’s
portrayal of Pocahontas is fictional, it does feature a beautifully
crafted, Academy Award winning song that is very telling about the
contrast between the mindsets of the colonialists and the
indigenous peoples. Here are the lyrics to the “Colors of the Wind”
that were written by Alan Menken and Stephen Laurence Schwartz in
1995.

 


Colors of the
Wind

 


You think I'm an ignorant
savage

And you've been so many
places

I guess it must be
so

But still I cannot
see

If the savage one is
me

How can there be so much
that you don't know

You don't know

 


You think you own whatever
land you land on

The Earth is just a dead
thing you can claim

But I know every rock and
tree and creature

Has a life, has a spirit,
has a name

You think the only people
who are people

Are the people who look
and think like you

But if you walk the
footsteps of a stranger

You'll learn things you
never knew, you never knew

 


Have you ever heard the
wolf cry to the blue corn moon

Or asked the grinning
bobcat why he grinned

Can you sing with all the
voices of the mountain

Can you paint with all the
colors of the wind

Can you paint with all the
colors of the wind

 


Come run the hidden pine
trails of the forest

Come taste the sun sweet
berries of the Earth

Come roll in all the
riches all around you

And for once, never wonder
what they're worth

The rainstorm and the
river are my brothers

The heron and the otter
are my friends

And we are all connected
to each other

In a circle, in a hoop
that never ends

 


How high does the sycamore
grow?

If you cut it down, then
you'll never know

And you'll never hear the
wolf cry to the blue corn moon

For whether we are white
or copper skinned

We need to sing with all
the voices of the mountain

We need to paint with all
the colors of the wind

You can own the Earth and
still

All you'll own is Earth
until

You can paint with all the
colors of the wind

 


Over the centuries, Indian
intermarriages increased. Colonists, fur traders, soldiers, and
settlers, faced with a demographic imbalance of women of their own
race, turned to Indian women as mates. More intermarriages
occurred, however, in areas where the fur trade lasted longer, such
as in parts of the Southeast and around the Great Lakes. Such
unions were often frowned upon. During the 1800s, many states
barred marriages between ethnic and “racial” groups. As late as the
1950s, almost half of the states had miscegenation laws. While the
original statutes were directed wholly against black-white unions,
the legislation had extended to unions between whites and
Mongolians, Malayans, Mulattos, and Native Americans. It should be
noted that the U.S. Supreme Court did not declare laws prohibiting
interracial marriage unconstitutional until 1967.
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Dolley Madison and Thomas
Jefferson

 


Some prominent figures, such as Dolley
Madison and her close friend President Thomas Jefferson, believed
intermarriage between Indians and whites could be advantageous for
the young nation. Thomas Jefferson begged Americans to consider
“let[ting] our settlements and [Indians’] meet and blend together,
to intermix, and become one people”. American patriot Patrick Henry
even proposed that intermarriage between whites and Indians be
encouraged through the use of tax incentives and cash
stipends.

In Canada, intermarriages produced a
legally, racially, and culturally distinct people -- the Métis. In
the United States, unique, isolated groups developed, typically in
the mid-Atlantic and southern states. Included here are the Brass
Ankles, Cajuns and Creoles, Croatans, Guineas, Issues, Jackson
Whites, Melungeons, Moors, Nanticokes, Red Bones, and Wesorts. The
well-known Lumbees could also be included in the list. In the
Southwest and California, Spaniards and Mexicans -- often racially
mixed themselves -- moved northward from Mexico and intermarried
with native populations. In the missions that were established
throughout the area, however, Indian women were forced into sexual
relations without the formalities of marriage.

By the early twentieth century,
intermarriages were becoming relatively common in some states. They
produced more offspring than Indian–Indian unions, and U.S. policy
makers realized that American Indians as a distinctive race might
disappear through intermarriage and differential fertility. But as
health conditions for "full bloods" improved, so did fertility
rates. Eventually, the fertility of Indian–Indian marriages
surpassed that of both Indian mixed marriages and the general U.S.
population.

The American Indian population of the
United States and Canada also reached its nadir of some 400,000 by
the early twentieth century, down from more than 7 million around
1492. The American Indian population has increased since, more or
less steadily, and in large part because of
intermarriage.

At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, around two-thirds of all married American Indians in the
United States were married to non-Indians, with intermarriage less
prevalent in Canada. Rates varied by state and urbanization: they
were higher in urban areas, lower on reservations or reserves;
rates were higher in California and the Midwestern states, lower in
Alaska and the Southwest and Northern Plains. If high intermarriage
rates continue, at a future point American Indians may cease being
a racial group and become an ethnic group with Indian ancestry and
distinctive social and cultural characteristics.

When I began investigating
my wife’s family history, I discovered the union of David Kennedy,
Sr. (Scots-Irish immigrant) with a Seneca Indian maiden in
Pennsylvania in the early-1700s. Although this union of my wife’s
5th great-grandfather with a Native American maiden did
not constitute
intermarriage between racial groups that was against the
‘anti-miscegenation’ law in Pennsylvania, it still became a taboo
subject among some family members.

The word miscegenation comes from the
Latin words miscere (to mix) and genus (type, family, or descent)
and has been used to refer to cohabitation or intermarriage between
racial groups. Regulated by state law, miscegenation was illegal
between whites and Native Americans in nine states (Maine,
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Washington, Nevada, Oregon, Georgia,
South Carolina, and Virginia). In Pennsylvania, the
anti-miscegenation law applied only to whites and blacks until that
state law was repelled in 1780.

Despite the fact that Indians and
colonists alike often invoked the memory of William Penn in their
treaty negotiations, the Quaker founder’s vision of a peaceable
kingdom in Pennsylvania never came to fruition. The Penn family’s
hunger for Indian land contributed to this deterioration in
relations, but other causes included the militarization of
Pennsylvania’s frontier after 1754, the unstoppable stream of
settlers who invaded Indian territory, and the intrusion of
imperial officials and land speculators from other colonies into
Pennsylvania’s Indian affairs. Most importantly, after 1754 the
mosaic of ethnic identities within Pennsylvania hardened into two
separate and diametrically opposed racial categories: white and
Indian. Europeans pursued policies that denied natives membership
in the Pennsylvania commonwealth, while natives trying to survive
the onslaught of colonization decided that their best option was to
move beyond the reach of their European neighbors.

Perhaps due to these frequent violent
clashes that occurred between the colonists and Native Americans in
Pennsylvania during the 18th century, the peaceful marriage of
David Kennedy, Sr. and the Seneca Indian maiden has been all but
forgotten. In fact, their marriage document has been locked away in
the archives of the Masonic Union Lodge in Mifflintown,
Pennsylvania for many years. That’s unfortunate because these
forgotten stories are the private stuff that makes America the
‘melting pot of the world’. With this book, my goal is to reveal
the true story of David Kennedy, Sr. and his Native American
kin.
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Most Scots-Irish immigrants
hailed from Northern Ireland and were of Scottish
descent

 


Lured to the New World by a promise of
cheap land and a fresh start, Scots-Irish immigrants began arriving
in droves starting in 1718. Mostly Presbyterians originally from
Scotland, they had faced discrimination in Ireland along with
skyrocketing rents. With the purpose of reviving their religious
community abroad, the first group of 700 landed in Boston in 1718.
By the decade’s end, 2,600 more had arrived in New England
alone.

Here are the lyrics to a song entitled
“Shores of Amerikay” which is about a man emigrating from Ireland
to America. This song is both a meditation on this and a statement
of purpose. The author of this traditional Irish folk song is
anonymous.

 


Shores of
Amerikay

 


I'm bidding farewell to
the land of my youth

and the home I loved so
well

and the mountains so grand
in my own native land

I'm bidding them all
farewell

with an aching heart I'll
bid them adieu

for tomorrow I'll sail far
away

O're the raging foam for
to seek a home

on the Shores of
Amerikay

 


It's not for the want of
employment I'm goin'

it's not for the want of
fame

that fortune bright might
shine over me

and give me a glorious
name

no it's not for the want
of employment I'm going

o're the weary and stormy
sea

but to seek a home for my
own true love

on the Shores of
Amerikay

 


And when I
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