
	[image: frn_fig_001]


  MASSACRE ON THE MERRIMACK


  Hannah Duston’s Captivity and Revenge in Colonial America


  JAY ATKINSON

  [image: frn_fig_002]

  Guilford, Connecticut


  [image: frn_fig_002]

  An imprint of Globe Pequot


  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


  Copyright © 2015, 2017 by Jay Atkinson



  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


  Atkinson, Jay, 1957-


  Massacre on the Merrimack : Hannah Duston’s captivity and revenge in colonial America / Jay Atkinson.

  pages cm


  Includes bibliographical references and index.


  ISBN 978-1-4930-0322-8 (hardcopy) — ISBN 978-1-4930-2998-3 (paperback) — ISBN 978-1-4930-1817-8 (ebook) 1. Duston, Hannah Emerson, 1657—Captivity, 1697. 2. Indian captivities—New England. 3. Indian captivities—Merrimack River Valley (N.H. and Mass.). 4. Women murderers—Merrimack River Valley (N.H. and Mass.)—Biography. 5. Abenaki Indians—Wars. 6. United States—History—King William’s War, 1689-1697. 7. Indians of North America—Northeastern States—History—17th century. 8. Merrimack River Valley (N.H. and Mass.) —History—17th century. 9. Haverhill (Mass.)—Biography. I. Title. II. Title: Hannah Duston’s captivity and revenge in colonial America.

  E87.D97 2015


  973.2'5092—dc23


  [B]


  2015013265


  [image: frn_fig_003] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


  Printed in the United States of America


  In memory of Maureen Burns Tulley, because every writer needs a good librarian


  I remember in the night season, how the other day I was in the midst of thousands of enemies, & nothing but death before me.


  —MARY ROWLANDSON, 1682


  Contents


  Prologue


  Chapter I: The Raid

  Chapter II: Dispossessed

  Chapter III: The Settlement

  Chapter IV: A Forced March

  Chapter V: Count Frontenac and the Reign of Terror

  Chapter VI: The Tomahawk and the Knife

  Chapter VII: The Fate of Other Captives

  Chapter VIII: Escape from Sugar Ball Island

  Chapter IX: Samuel Sewall, Cotton Mather, and the General Court of Massachusetts


  Acknowledgments

  Endnotes

  Bibliography

  About the Author


  Prologue


  Near City Hall in Haverhill, Massachusetts, on the old two-lane road to Salisbury Beach, is the green, oxidized figure of a stern-looking frontier woman with a hatchet in her right hand, her head angled downward and slightly to the left. She is pointing at something with her left hand, and stands ready to wield the hatchet. As a young boy, I was intrigued by this life-sized statue, which is encircled by a low, wrought iron fence and shaded by giant oak trees. On our way to the beach on a thick, humid summer afternoon, we’d cross the Merrimack River on the singing bridge and ascend toward G. A. R. Park, where the statue is located. Sitting in the backseat, I’d get my father’s attention and point out the window, asking who was depicted there.


  “That’s Hannah Duston,” my father would say. “She killed the Indians.”


  Prior to 1726 the town of Methuen, where I grew up, was part of Haverhill, and as a teenager I spent a great deal of time camping out, fishing, and roaming the same parcel of woods that contained the Duston homestead and where Hannah’s story began. That story persisted in my imagination for many years, and continues to stir debate in local schools, barrooms, and coffee shops. A short time ago, the Duston saga finally worked its way onto my desk and I began spending long afternoons on the third floor of the Haverhill Public Library, in a quiet, seldom-visited room packed to the ceiling with a mostly uncataloged array of rare Hannah Duston materials: local maps and surveys from the early colonial period; yellowed broadsides and historical pamphlets; long-out-of-print local histories; obscure scholarly articles; and other ephemera. A short distance from the library in the storeroom of the Haverhill Historical Society is an assembly of Duston artifacts, including the purported scrap of woven cloth torn from Hannah’s loom during the raid; household objects; tools and farming implements; and other items from the late seventeenth century. And, in the company of an energetic local historian, I made several forays into the woods on the northwestern edge of Haverhill, which is still a patchwork of conservation land, dormant farms, ragged brown meadows, and dense stands of fir, oak, and birch trees. It is a stark and thrilling corner of northeastern Massachusetts, a place that looks much as it did three hundred years ago. The Puritans who originally settled this area believed that Satan resided in nature, and that the Indians they had relegated to this dense forest and who sporadically raided their homesteads and farms were emissaries of the devil.


  Three years ago, in the predawn hour of March 15, on the 315th anniversary of Hannah’s abduction by the Indians, I stood in these woods a mile or so northwest of downtown Haverhill, not far from the banks of Little River. I was in a low-lying, weedy dell close to where the original Duston homestead was located, and where the raiders seized their captives and burned the house to the ground. As a sourceless light came up on the tangled vines and underbrush, shaping out the trees overhanging Little River and revealing the contour of the land as it rose toward what was then called Pecker’s Hill, I realized this was the place I’d been heading all along, in the back of the family station wagon in the 1970s and across my career as a writer. This was the story I had been looking for.


  But how to tell it? Once a staple of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century versions of American colonial history, a tale compelling enough to be retold by such literary figures as Cotton Mather, Samuel Sewall, John Greenleaf Whittier, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Henry David Thoreau, the saga of Hannah’s captivity and revenge has been neglected by more contemporary writers and scholars (though it continues to inspire artists). In his introduction to a 1987 illustrated reprint of Mather, Whittier, Hawthorne, and Thoreau’s accounts of Hannah’s story, the editor Glenn Todd framed in scholarly terms the same questions I had grown up hearing: “Is it right for Hannah to kill children because one of her own had been killed? Are Indians less human than the English? What is the meaning of murder perpetrated upon not one, but ten victims who are asleep? Did Hannah kill the children because she thought that if she spared them, they would immediately rouse the Indians at a neighboring camp to pursue her? And is there a more important question: Is this genocide? Is this the ruthless extermination of the Native American race at its root, the killing of Indian children before they can reproduce? . . . Are Hannah’s acts only another instance of the barbarity that underlies all human history, the heart of darkness that cannot be escaped by paddling a canoe back to civilization?”


  Lingering in the woods, with the cry of seagulls echoing from the river, it occurred to me that Todd’s questions could not be answered through scholarly inquiry: at least, not that alone and entirely of itself. Only through a carefully researched narrative rendering of the events of March 15–30, 1697, would today’s readers be able to get at the moral truth of what happened to Hannah Duston, and what she had caused to occur. Besides that, it was a ripping good yarn, the kind that can captivate a broad audience. A writer might come across such a story once in his or her lifetime. My investigations also made clear that Haverhill’s early settlers were engaged in an ongoing appraisal (and not, in the modern sense, an appreciation) of the landscape and its natural condition, mostly because of the drudgery and danger of their everyday lives. Therefore, Hannah was likely to focus on the threats and obstacles presented by her environment, as well as what she perceived as the overriding savagery of the region’s native inhabitants. No doubt Duston surmised that her only response to these hazards was her own savage persistence. To further my understanding of that reality, over the past couple of years I have hiked, biked, and snow-shoed large portions of the route that Duston’s captors took after the raid; I’ve also undertaken overnight canoe trips on the Merrimack River in late March, enduring some of the harsh conditions Duston and her companions encountered during their escape (we didn’t fear being overtaken by the Abenaki, but the river was vast, bone chilling, and clogged with floating ice and debris). I based the chapters that depict Hannah’s raw experience on my firsthand knowledge of that terrain, as well as the accounts Duston herself provided to Reverend John Pike, Samuel Sewall, and, most notably, Cotton Mather. In these sections of the book, I made no attempt to re-create dialogue, or to imagine the thoughts and motivations of the participants, beyond the obvious. But my own journeys indicated that the best way to tell Hannah Duston’s story was through the landscape and through the lens of the prejudices, preconceptions, and preoccupations of the seventeenth-century colonial settlers and the Indians.


  That first morning in the woods, with snow scattered about and the air wintry and raw for March, I traced a course outward, parallel to Little River, coming quite near to the place where Thomas Duston, on horseback, would have first discovered that the Indians were attacking his farm and family. By that time, I had spent more than a year poring over maps, studying the accounts of Mather and Sewall, conducting extensive research into colonial weaponry and farming techniques and militia tactics, and had come to know the layout of the original Haverhill settlement well enough to make a drawing of it in the dark. But climbing Pecker’s Hill at the pace that the youngest Duston children would have traveled, through the brambles and sedge and over fallen trees, I began to see and hear the tale I’d studied on the page for so long. Thomas Duston was a brick maker and farmer and owned a draft horse, which would have been sturdy and formidable. Since he was urging his seven children uphill to the garrison house, it was the imposing size of horse and rider, not the speed of his mount, which was a deterrent to the Indian advance. After their zigzag ascent of Pecker’s Hill, Duston’s bulky plow horse would have been lathered up and spent. The Marsh garrison house, in the practice of the day, included a stable of swifter horses for the purpose of distributing messages to the other watch houses, or in the case of a large-scale attack, to Salem or Boston, and it was upon one of these horses that Thomas Duston, once his children were safe, galloped back down Pecker’s Hill to find his wife and infant gone and their home engulfed in flames.


  Perhaps twelve-year-old Nathaniel Duston was faster running uphill than his seventeen-year-old sister Elizabeth, and it’s possible that Hannah’s right shoe was left behind in the burning house and not the left one. But my careful consideration of the historical record has led me to logical conclusions about these and other facts present in the story. Although no one can prove for certain these minute details, I have made good use of the enormously valuable archive at my disposal to ensure a historically accurate and engaging narrative. There is no disputing that Hannah’s story is the story of the frontier, in microcosm: an incursion by European settlers onto native lands, the savage response of the original inhabitants, and a solution perpetrated by the newcomers that led to the eradication of the Indians. Bring Hannah’s particular ordeal to life, and American history becomes something palpable and real.

  A frieze that depicts the four main events of Hannah Duston’s story girdles her statue in G. A. R. Park: her capture by the Indians; her husband’s defense of the children; her slaying of the Indians on Sugar Ball Island; and her return down the Merrimack River. The narrative rendering of these four events is the spine of this book. It’s also interesting to note that the venerated nineteenth-century author and historian, Francis Parkman, included an account of Hannah’s exploits in Volume II of his monumental France and England in North America, published in Boston in 1877. In the preface to that book, Parkman wrote, “The conclusions drawn from the facts may be matter of opinion, but it will be remembered that the facts themselves can be overthrown only by overthrowing the evidence on which they rest, or bringing forward counter-evidence of equal or greater strength; and neither task will be found an easy one.”


  Jay Atkinson
Methuen, Massachusetts


  CHAPTER I


  The Raid


  March 15, 1697
Haverhill, Massachusetts


  At first, Thomas Duston thought it was a chorus of seagulls. Although the settlement of Haverhill, Massachusetts, was a dozen or so miles from the coast, and Duston was surrounded by a thick forest of birch, elm, oak, scrub pine, and underbrush, gulls often foraged inland along what the Pentucket Indians called the Monomock, or “River of Sturgens,” especially now in early spring, when the blanket of snow had begun receding into the woods. Half a dozen rods from where he stood was a tributary called Little River, which ran north to south, draining its torrent into the Merrimack, as the English called it. The cries Duston heard were no farther away than that.


  Goodman Duston made a tch-tch sound under his breath, calling to his horse, which was a few feet away. The sun was not yet above the horizon, but Duston had already been at work for nearly two hours. Upon stoking up the hearth and emptying their nightjars, he and his eldest son, also named Thomas, had milked the cows beneath the lean-to in the darkness, afterward loosening them to graze downhill toward his clay pits and Little River. Then fourteen-year-old Thomas went back inside to rouse the other children, and to see his mother Hannah, who had given birth to a daughter, Martha, her twelfth child and ninth surviving one, just a week earlier.


  In the pre-dawn gloom, Duston had saddled his horse and taken down his flintlock rifle, riding out behind the meandering cows to visit the clay pits and examine the buds of his apple trees. Some years past, the Merrimack had cut a swath fifteen rods wide through the forest, leaving behind a grassy depression after the river changed course to its present location. Along this corridor of bottomland, Duston had planted enough apple trees for a modest orchard the year his son, Thomas, was born. A tempest overnight now drew him to the orchard, to measure what the night winds had done to his trees.


  A former constable, Duston was a skilled brick maker, soldier, and orchard-keeper, with a twenty-acre spread at the northwesterly edge of the settlement, where several years earlier he had constructed a wooden dwelling-house, barn, brick kiln, feed lots, lean-to, and privy. His land sloped downward across tilled fields and a well-cropped winter pasture until it reached a dense hedgerow, then leveled out for a hundred rods or so, past the clay pits and kiln to the orchard. The pits had only just begun to thaw, and after worrying at the uppermost edge of the clay with a spade, Duston had remounted his horse and passed through the scrub to inspect his fruit trees, jogging along one of the many Indian paths meandering through the woods.


  The screeching he heard drifted over from the east, where the sun was ascendant, the cries echoing among the nascent apple trees and carrying to Duston and his horse. His orchard ran east-west on a ribbon of open ground, an irregular passage through the forest that was devoid of trees except for the ones he had planted. This glade demarcated the northern edge of his property, eventually running into Little River to the east, and losing itself in the trackless wilderness to the north and west.


  Duston’s horse, its ears pricked up, shuddered through its nostrils and came over, stamping and snorting and tossing its head. Duston stepped on the reins where they traveled over the ground, soothing the horse while unslinging his musket from its scabbard. The whoop-whoop-whoop and eeeng-eeeng-eeeng that he originally mistook for sea birds had grown louder now, rising up from various places along the northwestern perimeter of the settlement, giving three-dimensionality to a landscape that was still mostly unseen, cloaked in the early morning fog. Goodman Duston, at forty-five, was a short, thick-wristed, broad-shouldered fellow, attired in mud-encrusted boots, dirty leggings, a rough brownish tweed coat, and a flat-brimmed hat. Understanding that it was not seagulls he heard, but a war party of Indians coming toward him, and toward his outlying neighbors—by now, the main body of Indians had broken into smaller bands and were raiding several points along the edge of the village, which was their preferred tactic—his movements were no less deliberate than if he had been out hunting squirrels or rabbits. He hefted his musket, running his hand along the barrel, and then spat upon the ground.


  Quieting the horse with a low, murmuring tone, Duston brought the rifle up perpendicular to his midpoint, cocked back the tumbler mechanism, and examined the flint. Good for approximately fifty shots, the flint’s stability in the cock was a precarious matter, and something as harmless as his light jog down from the house and barn may have dislodged it. The cries of the war party drew closer, echoing across the meadow; Duston estimated that a band of eight to twelve savages, equipped with torches, were crossing his line ten or twelve rods to the east, doubtlessly making for his house, the only dwelling place within a mile of his current location. He saw the shifting globes of light from the torches thrust upward against the screen of fir trees as the Indians hurried past. Obscured each from the other by tendrils of fog and the darkened trees, he never saw the Indians, nor they him.


  When Duston was satisfied that the edge of the flint was directed at the frizzen, which would strike a spark across the whole surface, he opened the pan, first drawing a cartridge from the shot pouch on his hip. Biting off the paper top while gripping it between his thumb and forefinger, he shook some of the gunpowder into the frizzen pan and spread it carefully. The devilish noise of the savages passed him by, louder now, moving toward the hedgerow that bordered his lower pasture. Still, Duston didn’t hurry. If he rushed things, he wouldn’t have a loaded gun, and the gun and the fact of being on horseback were the only marks on his side of the ledger, and the only chance he had of saving the life of one or more of his family.


  With the last three fingers of his right hand, Duston closed the frizzen pan and lowered the butt of his musket to the ground. If one remained intent on what he was doing, and cool-headed in the face of the enemy, a musket could be prepared to fire in less than a minute. A skilled marksman could load his rifle in just about thirty seconds. But some men were dead before they had loaded a single shot. Their gaze darted wildly about and their hands shook; they dropped the cartridge in the weeds or scattered their powder over the ground. Duston had seen that happen in the late war. Because it took time and you had to load your musket from a standing position, it was best to angle yourself behind a tree or other natural obstacle, limiting your silhouette. And it was best to keep your nerve, even if musket balls were flying all around and it appeared you were about to be overwhelmed.


  Shaking his powder horn, Duston squared his right elbow to that shoulder and tapped some powder into the barrel. He took the bitten-off cartridge from his mouth, and seizing the ramrod at its midpoint, detached it from the underside of the musket and used the rod to push the cartridge down inside the barrel of the gun. He struck two quick hard strokes to position the shot flush against the powder, then withdrew the rod, again securing it to the musket barrel. Duston cranked the tumbler back to half cock, and holding the gun away from him in his right hand, he used his left to sweep up the reins, then left-footed himself into the stirrup, and mounted the horse.


  By the recession of their cries, Duston knew that the Indians had entered the lower fields beyond the hedgerow and were gaining on his house. Probably not more than fifty rods separated the raiders from his front door and the children, including the infant, Martha, and his next youngest, Timothy, just three years old, still in his nightshirt. But the speed at which the Indians and their bloody screams of “Woach! Woach! Ha-ha-ha-woach!” traveled away from him indicated the raiders were on foot, however; choosing a parallel course through the trees, Duston went around the far side of his kiln, found the mouth of the clay road, and dug in his heels, sending up clods from the horse’s hooves. A short way along, he veered into the undergrowth, branches and thorns scratching at him, until he broke clear, vaulted the outermost fence, and went dashing uphill through the meadow.


  Now on open ground, Duston could see black pillars of smoke rising from gaps in the woodland where some of his neighbors’ homes were located. The goal of these raids, which were planned by the French, modeled on Iroquois tactics, and carried out by hired Indians from Maine, was first and foremost to spread terror along the frontier. Over a grassy hillock to the east, Duston heard the yelling of a separate band of raiders—then more distant shouts, a single musket blast, what sounded like someone pleading, and finally the mortal agony of a settler as the Indians fell upon him, screaming in a chorus. It all happened swiftly, and much too far away for Duston to intervene.


  Even now, nearly sixty years after its settlement, Haverhill was the edge of the frontier, with a vast wilderness stretching from a mile beyond Duston’s orchard across great distances to the Saint Lawrence River and the stronghold of Count Frontenac, the provincial French governor. For eight years, Frontenac had been inciting the Abenaki, Huron, Ottawa, and other bands to attack the English settlements, sheltering them in Quebec and paying them hard cash for scalps. By nature, the Indians were a heartless lot and would burn down everything the settlers had built, slaughter their livestock, and bludgeon their women and children—his children, Duston knew. Often, a small number of English settlers deemed fit or useful were carried away as captives, and sold to the French as slaves. Just two years earlier, a pair of Haverhill boys, fifteen-year-old Isaac Bradley, and Joseph Whittaker, age eleven, had been abducted by the Indians while working in the Bradleys’ cornfield.


  Riding out of the saddle, his musket at arm’s length, Goodman Duston traversed the lower field and, cramming the horse at a low place in the hedge, passed over in a graceful arc. The landscape changed again, inclining toward the dark frowning shape of Pecker’s Hill, with Duston’s own homestead, barn, and lean-to silhouetted in the foreground. The hedge divided a pasture from a plowed field, and as the horse’s hooves struck the hard pan of the road, Duston glanced at the acre of earth he and young Thomas and twelve-year-old Nathaniel had turned over the day before. After a difficult winter, he had made the cornfield ready for planting by the sweat of his brow, and now he cursed what he saw there, twisting the horse’s mane with his left hand and kicking at its flank.


  Nine or ten raiders were crossing the field and converging on his home. There were two Indians out front—a large man with a shaven head wielding an axe, and the other savage, who was lighter and faster, running ahead with a French rifle in one hand and a knife in the other—with at least a half dozen more scattered across the field behind them. They were all young warriors, not one of them past thirty years of age, naked or halfway so, painted for war, and laden with the instruments of death: clubs, hatchets, knives, lances, and steel-tipped pikes, along with one or two muskets. As Duston rode parallel to the Indians and then beyond, going pell-mell along the road, he was fortunate in one regard: By taking the most direct route from the tree line to the house, the raiders, despite the ferocity of their war-whoops, had begun to slow down, and were laboring over the deep furrows. The Indian closest to him, staggering in the mud, his shaven head purple with berry dye, screeched as Duston thundered past, rearing up with a large axe in his hand. He was naked but for the war paint and screaming like the devil. But horse and rider easily outdistanced him, approaching the house at a gallop.


  On Duston went, nearing his front door, with several of his children frozen in tableau at the base of the hill, mouths agape as they stared downslope at the whooping raiders coming toward them. One child carried a pitchfork and another a wooden pail, as the younger ones had just started on their chores.


  “Indians!” shouted Duston, pounding over the hard-packed earth in front of his barn. After a brief delay necessary to their comprehension, the children threw down their tools and hurried back toward the house.


  “Thomas! Elizabeth!” said Duston. “The Marsh house.”


  Young Thomas was already running in that direction with three-year-old Timothy slung over his shoulder, and Nathaniel and eleven-year-old Sarah close behind. Onesiphorus Marsh and his son, Onesiphorus Jr., who were detailed to the local militia and well armed, occupied the Marsh house, which constituted the nearest garrison and was nearly a mile away upon Pecker’s Hill. Immediately Duston reckoned that if the Indians broke into separate parties, as he expected they would, the slowest of them would overtake young Tom, the swiftest of his children, before he got even halfway to the garrison.


  “Indians!” Duston yelled again, throwing himself down from the horse, and rushing into the house. At the same instant, the first Indian stumbled out of the furrows and began running across the meadow with a French rifle in his hand.


  The Duston house was a squat, plank-sided, one-and-a-half-story building, nearly three rods lengthwise and two deep to accommodate all eleven inhabitants, with a half-gable on the back end that provided a loft where the children slept. Inside the great room was a stone hearth running along the entire left-hand wall, two rough windows on each of the remaining walls, and a half-door to the right where they could retrieve logs from the nearby woodshed and deposit the nightjars. Coming inside, Duston glanced about the open space of the room and then retreated to the doorway to gauge the Indians’ progress.


  “Raiders,” he said.


  A red-coaled fire was burning in the hearth. Beside it, lying in a rope bed, was his wife Hannah, with her nurse, Mary Neff, a widow who lived a half-mile distant and was assisting the family, standing near the window. Mary was holding onto the week-old infant, Martha, staring out the window with a horror-struck look on her face.


  Hannah Duston was a large-bosomed woman, thirty-nine years old, tall and sturdy with a carriage that delivered the same day’s work as a man. Under normal circumstances, she would have been outdoors by now, digging the new privy hole, hauling firewood and water, and supervising the children. But the arrival of Martha, her twelfth child and the ninth to survive, had been especially difficult for her. Hannah had lain in her sickbed a week, which had never before kept her confined even for a day.


  In the whirl of an instant, Goodman Duston’s glance took in the burning hearth, the littered sideboard and hank of bread, his wife’s loom, and the heavy piece of broadcloth protruding from it, as well as the odds and ends of furniture and tools littering the room. From their twenty years together, Duston knew that he and Hannah were possessed by the same notion: to save one or two of the children. Hannah was a frontier woman, born in Haverhill on December 23, 1657, the eldest of Michael and Hannah (Webster) Emerson’s fifteen children. In the course of her life, she had known privation, hardship, and death, having already buried three of her own children due to illness: three-year-old John, fourteen-year-old Mary, and three-month-old Mehitable, twin sister to Timothy. In fact, Hannah and Thomas both understood that her present weakness made it unlikely she would survive the raid.


  Like the other settlements in Massachusetts, Haverhill was a Puritan community, and a lot of time in the Duston household was spent in prayer. Certainly, one of the most significant tenets of the Puritan faith was self-sacrifice, which also meant charity toward others. Goodman Duston believed that by quitting the premises at the right moment, he could take up the middle ground between his wife and infant here in the house, and his fleeing children, drawing the Indians to the base of Pecker’s Hill, where he would make his fight. By so doing, he might be able to save one or more members of his family, if not himself.


  Close at hand, Duston heard the bloody screams of the approaching raiders. He and Hannah looked at one another and with silent assent he backed away from the sickbed, indicating with a glance toward the half-door that Hannah and Mary Neff and the infant should sneak out that way after he exited the front. All of this transpired in a matter of a few seconds.


  Duston pivoted toward the front door, leveling the gun as he emerged into the yard. The Indians, nearly a dozen of them now, were converging from all sides. The nearest raider, the powerful, naked Indian with the shaved head, was almost close enough to throw his axe. Duston’s horse, wild-eyed at the prospect of the Indians, had skittered toward the corner of the house, and Duston walked quickly to the animal, pausing alongside its flank. Raising the musket to his shoulder, he took dead aim at the closest Indian, who hesitated for just an instant. Yet there were many of them, all moving toward the front door of the house.


  Duston scowled at the axe-wielding Indian and leaped onto his horse. Going around the left side of the house, past the stone hearth, he was startled by a raider who was much closer than he expected. He crowded the horse’s bulk directly at the Indian, who leaped sideways and flung his lance at the same instant. It flew past Duston’s head in a rising blur, and clanged against the stonework. He urged the horse onward, striking out for Pecker’s Hill, which rose from a dense ring of trees nearly a mile ahead. Behind him, Duston heard the first two raiders screaming as they burst into the house.


  Approaching the tree line, Duston kicked the horse up the slope and loosened a yell of his own, shaking his musket in the air. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw a line of savages pouring into the house like bees into a hive, the mud-packed walls quaking in the tumult. Seconds later, one of the warriors popped through the half-door, as two more Indians rounded the front of the house, and then another right behind them. Immediately the four warriors began running in the direction the children had gone. Thomas had no way of knowing if Hannah and the others had gotten away, but he had not seen them leave the house.


  Just forty rods from his front door, Duston overtook the first of his children: eleven-year-old Sarah, stumbling over tree roots and falling into the brambles. Ahead of her, but not very far, were her younger sister Abigail and twelve-year-old Nathaniel, who looked back so frequently they were making little progress, bumping into each other, and into rocks and fallen timbers that littered the way. The other children, led by the oldest, nineteen-year-old Hannah, were scattered over the terrain only a short distance ahead; Duston had hoped he would meet them by the steepest pitch of the hill, with the garrison house close at hand.


  With the Indians yelping and screeching as they charged through the undergrowth behind him, Duston was faced with an impossible decision. It had already occurred to him that the best chance for any member of the family to survive along with him was to grab one of the children and ride for the garrison house. But which one? Should he take up one of his sons, perhaps Thomas or Nathaniel? A strong boy would be most helpful in rebuilding whatever the Indians left behind after the raid. And having at least one male child would improve the chances of the Duston name continuing on. But his two oldest sons had experienced some of what this life had to offer, however scant in amount, and the youngest children had seen very little of it. How not to pity his girls, especially Abigail and Elizabeth, who staggered along wild-eyed with terror at the prospect of what the Indians would do to them. Or on Timothy, just a short ways ahead, practically being dragged uphill by young Tom, who no longer had the strength to carry him. If Duston rode off with one of the others, all of these would be murdered shortly thereafter. It was a painful choice, no matter how he looked at it.


  The placement of the garrison house reduced their chances of ever reaching it. Although it stood on the highest feature of the surrounding land, the approach was a series of low ridges and hillocks, uneven ground at best, drained by little creeks and rivulets choked with snowmelt. As the children struggled over these obstacles, past felled trees and rocky outcroppings and messy packets of snow, Duston glanced up Pecker’s Hill, which seemed near at hand yet never drew closer.


  He knew that, even in Haverhill, others had been forced to choose from among their children—it was a hard life, after all—and were not thought lesser of. You preserved what you could of this life and made way for the next. But he found he could not do it.


  So, making himself rigid in the saddle, Duston whistled ahead for Thomas, and jerking the horse around by the bridle, faced downhill with the barrel of his rifle aimed at the uppermost opening in the brush. He told his oldest son to gather everyone in the shadow of horse and rider, then to turn about and make way for the apex of Pecker’s Hill in the straightest possible line. He was determined to save them all, or none would be saved.


  Duston reached into his shot pouch, withdrew another cartridge, and gripped the paper end of it between his teeth. When it came time to fire his gun, Duston wanted to reload as quickly as possible. Looking down, he checked the position of the flint for the second time, cocked the tumbler of his musket all the way back, and tensing his shoulders and abdomen, let out a great cry and rode straight downhill through the underbrush. It wasn’t long before the first Indian presented himself, the agile raider with the French rifle, a bare-chested, copper-skinned youth with a scalp lock and diagonal charcoal markings on his face. Running uphill, he had the musket down by his hip, his knife in the other hand. Duston rode straight for him, surprising the raider, who dropped his musket while raising his knife toward the horse’s breast. With the weight and heft of the animal bearing down on him, the warrior attempted to leap off the trail but Duston rode close, and struck the Indian a hard blow with his boot as man and horse rushed past.


  Two more Indians, nearly shoulder to shoulder, were a few rods lower on the hill, carrying an axe and a pike, respectively. Duston pulled his horse up short by the head, jerking the reins, and then dismounted. It was always better to shoot with one’s feet planted on the ground. He leveled the gun and drew a bead on the larger of the two men: a gigantic warrior who was perspiring freely, steam rising from his shaven head. Immediately the Indians hollered at Duston and split apart, one shaking his axe and circling to the right, the other hefting his stone-tipped pike and branching off the other way. But Duston’s blood was up and he presented a formidable obstacle. Still at a distance of three or four rods, the raiders became more wary, angling off through the trees. In all his dealings with Indians, Duston had known them to favor ambushes and stealth, not frontal attacks. This hesitation allowed Duston to remount the horse and swing around to his left, ready to fire his gun or use it as a club. He was intent on putting the raiders off their pursuit, giving the children more time to clamber out of the tree line onto the upper slope of the hill, where they might come under the protection of the militiamen’s guns.


  Goodman Duston knew that the Indians, some without rifles, unmounted, and already divided by the terrain and the plentitude of raiding targets, would break off their pursuit before they got too close to the Marsh garrison. They were at a significant disadvantage on foot, trudging uphill over cleared ground. From behind fortifications, and unloading heavy shot at a propitious angle, Onesiphorus Marsh, his son, and perhaps Sergeant Haseltine and a handful of other militia, would present the raiders with a daunting obstacle.


  But getting to that dividing point where the Indians might falter was still at issue. The garrison was situated beneath the crest of Pecker’s Hill, a bald edifice rising out of the surrounding woodlands that had been shorn of trees from the peak downward more than two dozen rods. The slope there was littered with stumps, and now, with the coming of spring, Marsh and his son had scorched the ground cover and brambles with a series of controlled fires, providing a clear view all around. The Marsh house was the only fortification on the northwesterly edge of the settlement (though Duston had recently dug a cellar hole on an adjoining hill, where he planned to construct a sturdy garrison made from his own bricks). It was a dark, gaunt, two-and-a-half-story house, built from a chamfered beam sixteen inches wide, hand-split lath, and a massive central chimney made of fieldstone set on a ten-foot-square granite base. The chimney was functional for cooking, trade work, and heating the lower rooms; it also served as castle keep, a stone wall two rods long and twenty-five feet high with firing positions chinked out of the rock.


  Each corner of the house featured an adjoining sentinel post, which was an eight-foot-square box made from logs with a sally port on each side. Additionally, the top floor of the building was studded with gun stock posts and featured an armory containing at least twenty muskets, ample powder and shot, and hatchets, knives, lances, and pikes. In the root cellar was an iron grate that concealed a tunnel entrance; the passageway burrowed downward several feet and then beneath three rods of open ground to the tree line behind the house—an escape route of last resort.


  Trampling through the brush, Duston circled the terminus of Pecker’s Hill, menacing first one Indian and then the other with his gun barrel, hoping to surprise the remainder of their pursuers with his aggressiveness. Though mostly unseen, the shrill cries of the raiders continued to announce their location, and Duston, who had ridden a considerable distance from the garrison house, now swung the horse around to a more advantageous position, bringing him uphill on a diagonal that maintained a barrier between his children and the Indians, until, emerging from a clump of bushes, he returned to the spot where he had started his maneuver.


  When Duston broke from the tree line and began ascending the flank of the hill, he saw all eight of his children stumbling and crawling toward the Marsh house. But the steepest pitch remained ahead of them and the two youngest children, Timothy and six-year-old Jonathan, were so frightened and exhausted their older siblings had resorted to dragging them by the arms. Duston kicked his flagging mount up the incline, and just as he glanced behind him, three Indians emerged from the brush, gripping their weapons and moving cautiously in sight of the garrison. This was the closest they had gotten to him and the children.


  Nearly in sight of the guns arrayed against them, the Indians were at risk of losing their advantage in numbers and terrain, conditions under which they were more likely to flee than fight. Still, his older children, Hannah, Elizabeth, and Tom, were attractive as captives, who could be exchanged for silver or other compensation after the raiders marched them to New France. And the Indians were also motivated by scalps, which were as valuable as beaver pelts on the Saint Lawrence River. During the eight-year course of King William’s War, a three-year-old child’s scalp sold for the same price as a thirty-year-old soldier’s, though Governor William Phips of Massachusetts had discontinued the paying of bounty several months earlier. In New France, the crafty old territorial authority, Count Frontenac, was still offering money for English scalps, an inequity that was producing lamentations all across Haverhill that morning. Duston could hear the mortal screams of his neighbors and detected several large fires scattered in an uneven line to the east. The closest of these, with its plume of black smoke, rose from the tree line in the vicinity of his own house.


  Two of the Indians were making a dash for the closest of the Duston children, Jonathan, who was sobbing and screaming as he was dragged along by his older brothers—even more loudly when the raiders began to draw closer and his siblings dropped his stretched out limbs and began running for their own lives. Duston came up short with the reins just above the patch of ground where his son lay cowering in the snow behind one of the stumps. The Indians were very near young Jonathan, and Duston had but one shot and his knife to defend his son with. Dismounting, he lumbered downhill toward the raiders, unsteady on his feet after the frantic ride that had brought him there.


  There was hallooing from up above. The sun had angled itself above the low, dark ridge to the east, illuminating the upper portion of the garrison house, which glowed against a deepening blue sky. Onesiphorus Marsh, his son, and two other armed men had exited the rear door of the house and were advancing over the stubbled apex of the hill. Two more rifles appeared in the gunstocks atop the structure, and John Haseltine, on horseback and brandishing a pike, had also arrived. Duston scrambled downslope and grabbed Jonathan by the collar, pointing his musket at the Indians, who were less than two rods away, their scalping knives out.


  The Indians saw the militia rushing down the hill and, yelping and screeching, shook their weapons in the direction of the English, and then bounded back toward the forest. As the children reached the door of the garrison, one by one they were yanked inside by its occupants. Thomas Duston, his gun still loaded and cocked with the first shot, jogged over to his horse and began leading it uphill by the bridle. His horse was suited for field and farm, not for carrying messages or leaping over fences. Horseflesh being somewhat rare in the settlement, Duston, now guaranteed that his children were safe, hailed Sergeant Haseltine and with a gesture, inquired whether he might trade his exhausted mount for the other man’s horse. With soldiers’ pay for himself and his son, in addition to what he could put by from farming, fishing the weirs, and hunting game, Onesiphorus Marsh always had at least two steeplechasers in the loose-box attached to the garrison house. In the case of alarm, he was prepared to send outriders to the village, and if need be, to other nearby towns who might be able to send assistance.


  All the men atop the hill could see the black smoke rising from the gap in the forest below, and it was decided that Thomas would ride back down on a fresh horse along with the Marsh boy, while two of the militia followed on foot to see what could be done about Hannah and the Indians. Sergeant Haseltine ran over to take Duston’s exhausted horse, and as Thomas crossed the open ground to change mounts, he could see dense woodlands stretching to the horizon, and the billowing pyres of smoke rising into a deep blue sky. He hadn’t stood upon a cleared hill in quite some time and could survey all of Haverhill from this vantage point.


  CHAPTER II


  Dispossessed


  It had been almost sixty years since an Indian had lingered on that same hilltop and claimed dominion over the vast timberland below. But prior to the landing of the Pilgrims in 1620, and the removal of a group of Puritans from Newbury and Salem to Haverhill several years later, the wilderness that met Thomas Duston’s eye was the territory of the Pennacooks, a confederacy of more than a dozen Algonquin tribes and their subsidiary bands. (These bands included the Pentuckets, whose fishing villages and hunting grounds had previously occupied a large parcel of land near the mouth of Little River in Haverhill.) From the latter part of the 1500s well into the next century, the Pennacooks were led by the great chief, or sachem, known as Passaconaway, who settled his people alongside a broad twisting river known as the Monomock.


  One of the first historical mentions of the river comes in 1603, from Pierre du Guast, Sieur De Monts, who received a patent to claim Acadia—described as all the land from the 40th to the 46th parallel—in the name of France. That year or the next, De Monts, who was acting as the lieutenant-general of Acadia, visited the Abenaki on the St. Lawrence River in Quebec, and wrote: “The Indians tell us of a beautiful river, far to the south, which they call the Merrimack.” In June 1604 the explorer Samuel de Champlain, assisting De Monts, sailed along the coast of Maine, journeying as far south as Cape Cod. Encountering some friendly Indians near the mouth of the Piscataqua River, he gave them some bread and iron tools and in the midst of their goodwill asked them to describe the coast. Using a piece of charcoal to mark its position on a board, by gestures and exclamations the Indians convinced the explorer that the Merrimack River was an important feature of the regional landscape. The next day, Champlain tacked along the coast southward until he found it, temporarily naming it Riviere du Gaust, or Gas, depending on the translation.


  The origin of the name “Merrimack” is not entirely clear, though there are several intriguing possibilities. Generally, all the Indian tribes of the eastern seaboard from the Carolinas to the Great Lakes region of Canada were Algonquin, named for the language they spoke. (Although there were many dialects, in most cases Indians of different tribes could make themselves understood.) One interpretation is that Merrimack is the Algonquin word for “sturgeon,” the large, migratory fish that were so plentiful in that section of the river. The Algonquin language is known for its proclivity toward word-pictures, marking the landscape with names that could literally be recognized when the actual places they stood for were encountered. Thus, Indians who lived in that territory may have wished to memorialize the river’s powerful current, naming it “merroh” (strong), and “auke” (a place). Another viable interpretation is that the Pennacooks conflated the words for island (“mena”) and place (“auke”) to create “Mena-auke,” or island place, which the English settlers took to be Merrimack. More than a half-mile wide in several locations, the Merrimack is dotted by wooded islands along much of its length, including a small, triangular-shaped isle north of present-day Concord, New Hampshire. The Indians called it Sugar Ball Island, and it was believed to have been the summer residence of Passaconaway.


  Although the great leader of the Pennacooks had been dead for thirty years by the time of the 1697 raid on the settlement at Haverhill, the peculiar combination of time, place, and condition that led to the attack cannot really be understood without first reckoning the story of Passaconaway, his allies, and his enemies.


  It is noteworthy that the Indians who were occupying the New World when explorers and then settlers arrived had not, and generally would not, write the story of their own history. For centuries prior to contact with outsiders, and during the occupation and eventual co-opting of their ancestral lands, the Indians did not busy themselves with transcribing a counter-narrative to the ones created by the English, French, and Dutch settlers who transplanted them. As history goes, the narratives of conquered peoples are always written by the conquerors. Furthermore, the Indians did not possess the skill of writing in their own tongue, as written language did not exist in their culture. Nearly all the accounts of Passaconaway, who was arguably the most significant Indian leader of the contact period and for decades thereafter, were provided by well-educated settlers, particularly members of the clergy and other early historians, and therefore contain a significant cultural bias. But even these prejudiced renderings agree that Passaconaway was an intelligent, physically imposing, and charismatic figure, a man who did not suffer fools yet often exuded personal warmth, and who commanded the respect of his fellow Indians and white settlers alike. Several early commentators were quite aware of the massive injustice being heaped upon the Indians of what became known as New England, thereby mitigating their biases, at least to a degree. So by examining and comparing their accounts of the great chief, a reliable portrait of Passaconaway emerges—one that gives us a better understanding of who the Indians were and why they acted, and reacted, as they did.


  Born sometime between 1555 and 1573, Passaconaway, like the rest of his people, was not given a lasting name until he reached his maturity. An Indian’s proper name, often a word-picture in itself, was meant to identify an individual through his or her most prominent characteristics. In the colonial period, the great chief ’s name was often spelled Papisseconawa, from “papoeis,” a child, and “kunnaway,” meaning bear. From this it is inferred that, even in his youth, Passaconaway, or “Son of the Bear,” was a large, intimidating man whose feats of strength and prowess as a warrior made him a formidable opponent. To be elevated, however, beyond merely sachem or chief (also called sagamore), to the title of Bashaba, which is roughly equivalent to emperor, the so-named must be more than just handy in a fight. By uniting the Pennacooks, Agawams, Wachusetts, Wamesits, Winnipesaukees, Pequawkets, Pawtuckets, Pentuckets, Sacos, and several other tribes that occupied a great swath of wild country stretching from the lakes region of central New Hampshire to Cape Ann and the mouth of the Merrimack River in Massachusetts, Passaconaway was for several decades able to defend this territory—via debate and diplomacy, inter-tribal marriage, feats of what appeared to be magic, and by outright warfare—against the Penobscots and Tarrantines to the northeast, and the cruel and ferocious Mohawks to the west.


  The endurance of the Pennacook confederacy is impressive when considering that a vast number of Indians occupying the easternmost portion of the region between Rhode Island and central Maine were decimated by a plague that struck the area sometime between 1615 and 1620, when the Pilgrims arrived. By 1640, when Haverhill was settled, the estimated total population among the New England Indians was fifty thousand, with more than half of these residing in Connecticut and Rhode Island, and more than a quarter in Maine. Severely diminishing the Massachusetts tribes (much of southern and central New Hampshire was considered part of Massachusetts until state lines were redrawn to their current position in 1741), this pestilence, most likely influenza or smallpox accidentally passed to the Indians by white explorers or fishermen, left the warlike Narragansetts, Tarrantines, and the Five Nations of the Iroquois, including the Mohawks, largely untouched. An English explorer named Richard Hawkins, stopping along the Massachusetts coastline in 1615, reported that so many Indians had succumbed to this plague there were not enough survivors to bury the dead, with piles of sun-bleached bones occupying the tattered remains of the wigwams. Ninety percent of the Massachusetts Indians were believed to have died from illness not long before the English settlers arrived, which no doubt simplified the task of taking over their land. During Passaconaway’s lengthy tenure, he ruled over approximately three thousand people, including at least five hundred seasoned, skillful warriors. But these numbers were most likely reduced by the pestilence and did not rise to anything close to their original fighting strength until the reign of Passaconaway’s volatile grandson, Kancamagus, many years later.


  Already well into middle age when the Pilgrims arrived, Passaconaway was invited to meet the English, and along with other powwows, or medicine-men, was soon dispatched into a dark swamp for three days, whereupon, according to Cotton Mather, the Bashaba and his retinue attempted to conjure against the invaders, asking the Great Spirit to strike them with a plague or capsize their ships. Although many tales of Passaconaway’s necromancy are unsubstantiated and certainly seem apocryphal, there are enough similarities among various recollections to consider a few of them. In a feat of aquatic prowess, Passaconaway gathered several witnesses, including at least one Englishman, and promised to swim underwater across the Merrimack River at a place so wide it seemed impossible. Passaconaway began his swim on the far bank, and his English guest reported that a mist obscured his vision until the Bashaba emerged from deep water in front of the spectators, apparently having drawn only one great breath. (With the experience and skill of a professional magician, the chief of the Pennacooks may have waited for a foggy day to attempt this gambit, and with the assistance of his considerable athleticism deceived the assembly.) In winter, when the trees were hung with clumps of dead leaves that resembled shrouds, Passaconaway would pluck one and burn it to ashes, then submerge these in water and produce a new green leaf, which he would allow a spectator to examine and take away with him. He was known to handle venomous snakes without fear or harm and to exhibit the sloughed-off skin of a snake from which he could produce a live serpent that witnesses then took into their own hands.


  Despite what one thinks of these reports, Passaconaway was clearly a remarkable man, the sort of personality who comes along once in an age, with abilities and resources that were unknown and unfathomable among both the new settlers and his own countrymen. And it is also likely that by the time he departed Plymouth and returned to his stronghold at Pennacook, the Bashaba had determined that the English could not be defeated, either by conjuring or through force of arms. Though he had, in 1620, enough warriors at his disposal to push these few settlers back into the sea, Passaconaway realized that soon enough the English would be arriving in great numbers, and there was no sense fighting an enemy that could not be defeated. The great Bashaba had a further motive for making peace with the white man. With the strength of the Pennacooks diminished by recent wars as well as by sickness, an alliance with the English would protect Passaconaway’s people from their local enemies, particularly the Mohawks to the west and the Maine Indians to the north. Although an acclaimed warrior who had taken Mohawk scalps and personally hefted a bow so large that other men were unable to draw it back, Passaconaway decided almost right away never to take up the hatchet against the English.


  In fact, just a few years after emerging from that Plymouth swamp, Passaconaway transferred an enormous tract of land to the English in what amounted to a wholesale forfeiture known as the Wheelwright Deed. On May 17, 1629, the Bashaba of the Pennacooks, and other noted sachems and sagamores, were said to have affixed their marks to a document alongside that of the Reverend John Wheelwright, lately of Boston, and “some of the respectable planters of Saco and Piscataqua,” that ceded ownership of a parcel extending thirty miles from the existing Massachusetts line northward into New Hampshire, and from the Merrimack River to the Piscataqua, which at that time formed the border between Massachusetts and Maine. Although some early historians have validated the deed and others consider it a forgery, it is true that Passaconaway gave up exclusive use of that region without a fight. His later actions make it clear that by allowing the English to settle the territory from Exeter to Concord, New Hampshire, he hoped to create both an ally of the settlers, and a barrier between his people and the Mohawks.


  Whatever the authenticity of the Wheelwright Deed and other land transactions between the Indians and the whites during that period, the nature of these contracts reflected a fundamental difference between what the Indians believed themselves to be giving up and what the English thought they were acquiring through force of law. Indians often marked the boundaries of their land with natural objects like rocks and trees, moving from one region to another as it suited them, without entertaining the notion that they somehow possessed the land beneath their feet. (In a real sense, the Indians believed that the land possessed them and all the other creatures that resided upon, above, and beneath it, as their equals.) When the Indians ceded their exclusive land rights in exchange for some token consideration, it was with the understanding that they would continue to hunt and fish there, living alongside the English. Thus the sachems often responded angrily when their fishing weirs were confiscated, their hunting grounds cleared for farming, dams built upon their rivers and streams, and their people told to go live elsewhere.


  For their part, the English were soon thrust into a battle for control of the New World and its abundant resources with the French, whose stronghold was far to the north, on the St. Lawrence River in Quebec. Within a relatively short time, the French, whose economy was based on fur trading, would prove adept at engaging, recruiting, and through the agency of their ruthless Jesuit missionaries, indoctrinating the Indians of Quebec and the Great Lakes into a certain bloody-minded version of Catholicism, with the goal of hiring, bribing, or conscripting their warriors to act as French trading partners and mercenaries. That meant trapping beaver, otter, marten, and other fur-bearing animals, as well as raiding English settlements in New England, New York, and Acadia, which at the time included parts of Maine and nearly all of the Canadian Maritimes.


  From the English perspective, forming alliances with the Pennacook would prove to be a marriage of convenience, at least for the time being. Despite the enormous ocean that separated them from Europe, the English and French powers in the New World could not escape the influence of their sovereigns abroad, try as they might. Within just a few years these bitter enemies would be engaged in a protracted series of wars that reflected the sometimes conflicting interests of those who had to do the actual fighting and the colonial designs of the absentee monarchs that the settlers represented, though often grudgingly.


  It would be a holy war—between the Protestants who fled England so they could worship as they saw fit and the French Catholics and their Jesuit fathers who traveled to this verdant continent to expand an empire. The fact that two religions could not have worshipped a more similar God is an ironic footnote to the carnage that would ensue. Like every other holy war before or since, it was a war of terror: of betrayal and slaughter; of burning settlements, murdered children, captives, dismemberment, and slavery; not a war fought by professionals on open ground, imbued with a sense of military honor and chivalry, but a seemingly interminable series of skirmishes, sieges, ambuscades, feints, and failures, engaged in by a rogue’s gallery of campaigners who often shifted from one side to the other and back again with little notice. Through a quirk of geography and an accident of fate, the tiny settlement of Haverhill, Massachusetts, remained part of the English frontier for several decades, a speck on the edge of the wilderness that separated two world powers. And scattered throughout this trackless woodland was its original proprietor, who became known as the Indian.


  According to an early seventeenth century account, the Indians of New England were “between five or six feet high, straight-bodied, strongly composed, smooth-skinned, merry countenanced, of complexion something more swarthy than Spaniards, black-haired, high foreheaded, black eyed, out-nosed, broad shouldered, brawny armed, long and slender handed, out breasted, small waisted, lank bellied, well thighed, flat kneed, handsome grown legs, and small feet.” As a people, they enjoyed such rude good health that “most of them being fifty before a wrinkled brow or gray hair betray their age” and were known for strong white teeth, low infant mortality rates, a constitutional resistance to cold temperatures, and the general absence of sedentary afflictions and congenital deformities. Partly as a result of their strenuous way of life, and a diet consisting of small amounts of fish and meat and an abundance of wild and cultivated plants, the colonial era Indians were often long lived, with some exceeding one hundred years of age.


  As several historians of the period have observed, the life of the Indian wasn’t all that bad. He spent most of his time outdoors, cared little for the world beyond his daily survival, earned no wages, paid no taxes, and had a voice in local councils that were usually presided over by a sachem whom he was acquainted with personally. He lived in a patriarchal society (though the opinions of women were typically respected by the community), leaving much of the arduous household work to his squaw, and spent a lot of his ample free time hunting and fishing, or engaged in sport, including ball and stick games, wrestling, shooting contests, and wagering. For those under the yoke of an austere Puritan leadership, relegated to the same social position they had occupied in England with regard to land ownership and freedom of trade, and required to answer the whims of a king and country they had fled, the collective lot of the Indian did not lack a certain appeal.


  The Indian tribes that lived in the vicinity of the Merrimack River, like the other tribes of New England, would often move their villages a few miles to take advantage of better hunting or fishing grounds, or for seasonal activities like planting corn, squash, pumpkins, and beans. The band would sometimes change their name to reflect their new surroundings. For example, if a few families migrated to Amoskeag Falls on the Merrimack to construct a fishing weir, they were Amoskeags, and if the same people traveled that winter to fish through the ice at Lake Winnipesaukee, they became Winnipesaukees. This habit provides insight into how the New England Indians in general, and the Pennacooks in particular, reacted to the appearance of the English settlers on the banks of the Merrimack. Indians were inclined to welcome visitors, to treat them with hospitality, and to believe their stated intentions—until something occurred that changed their minds. They enjoyed trading what they had for what their visitors possessed and took delight in getting the best of the bargain. And since the Indians were guided by customs, and not a set of written laws, they prized oratory and eloquence, and were known, under the right circumstances, as good listeners.


  Some early writers had a contrary opinion, including George Wingate Chase of Haverhill, Massachusetts, writing in 1861, with the Indian wars long over in New England, although still raging in the western territories. These commentators, smarting from what they considered the brutality of Indian tactics, exhibited their prejudices openly
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