
  CHAPTER ONE

  Manesayd’ik— At the

  Clam-Gathering Place

  
    God hath planted us here. God gave us this land: and we will keep it. God decreed all things; He decreed this land to us; therefore neither shall the French or English possess it, but we will. (Penobscot Chief Espeguint to English commander, 1755)

  

  Who Are the Wabanaki, Past and Present?

  Surrounded by salt water, Mount Desert Island is a place of natural delight and seasonal abundance. Its graceful and timeless beauty has long had enormous appeal, especially for people coming from big cities. Since the mid-1800s, this peaceful wilderness has promised a quiet escape from the noisy crowds, filthy streets, and polluted air of industrialization and urban conglomerates. Not too remote and easy to reach by sailboat, steamship, or railway, this idyllic refuge was romantically imagined as a coastal paradise. That this wilderness garden, known as Eden in the 19th century, formed part of the homeland of Wabanaki Indian families since time out of mind was an inconvenient truth.

  In the Algonquian languages traditionally spoken by Maine’s indigenous people, the name Wabanaki is a combination of waban and aki-k. The first word translates as “white,” and refers to east where the sky first turns light, and the second refers to “land-people,” or inhabitants. As “People of the Dawn,” Wabanakis were organized in bands of extended families, each forming part of larger ethnic groups called tribes or nations. Today, Wabanakis are divided into five distinct tribes: Penobscot, Passamaquoddy, Maliseet, Mi’kmaq, and Abenaki.

  Indigenous people have lived, loved, and died at Mount Desert Island and the surrounding seacoast for more than 10,000 years. With the European invasion, beginning nearly 500 years ago, their population plummeted. Dramatically weakened by newly introduced diseases and half a dozen colonial wars, Wabanakis still surviving in what is now Maine numbered fewer than 1,200 men, women, and children when the colonial period ended in 1776. After the American Revolutionary War, an international boundary divided Wabanaki communities in New England from their Indian relatives, friends, and allies across the Canadian border.

  With fewer than 200 Wabanaki warriors left to defend their large homeland against foreign intruders, the tribal communities in Maine could not avoid being dispossessed of most of their lands. From the 1780s onwards, only Penobscots and Passamaquoddies were able to hold on to tracts where they had their main villages or seasonal camping grounds. Ultimately, the first tribe secured a string of small islands in the Penobscot River, along with some shore land, above the Old Town falls. Most of the Penobscot families lived much of the year at Panawahpskek—“where the rocks spread out” (Indian Island, Old Town), where the tribe still has its seat of government. The Passamaquoddy, on the other hand, had their major village at Sipayik—“along the edge” (Pleasant Point), a small stretch of land on a saltwater bay where they caught pollock and other fish, as well as porpoises, seals, and other animals. They also secured a much larger tract of woodland and lakes in the interior, where a group of Passamaquoddies made their home at Motahkokmikuk (Peter Dana Point, Indian Township).

  Beyond these three reservation villages in Maine, Wabanaki families continued to move around seasonally, camping on the shores of lakes such as Moosehead, the banks of rivers such as the Aroostook, and on the saltwater coves, promontories, and offshore islands of seacoast bays such as Frenchman, Blue Hill, and Penobscot. While expected to keep a respectable distance from emerging and quickly growing white communities, as long as much of Maine remained a natural wilderness, they were free to camp and to hunt, fish, and gather just about anywhere they chose.

  Among the scores of islands seasonally frequented by generations of Wabanaki families, Mount Desert was one of the largest and most favored. Early Wabanakis called it Pemetic, referring to its range of high barren peaks—on a clear day this 100-square mile island can be seen from a few dozen miles across open water as well as from the interior highlands. Wabanaki families from different tribal communities have deep historic ties to Mount Desert Island. This is especially true for the Penobscot and Passamaquoddy because the island is positioned in the historic border region between their tribal hunting territories. So, it is not surprising that Indian families from these two Wabanaki tribes in particular have a long-standing tradition of returning to this beautiful island.

  Asticou’s Island Domain:

  Early Wabanakis at Mount Desert Island

  Before European seafarers first sailed into the Gulf of Maine, Mount Desert Island was seasonally occupied by a highly mobile Wabanaki band of a few dozen families. The island formed part of a much larger domain from which this indigenous community of a few hundred people harvested natural resources. The band’s total range probably included the seacoast and offshore islands from Schoodic Peninsula to the Bagaduce River, and perhaps beyond. This coastal woodland environment combined a saltwater archipelago with a 1,000-square-mile freshwater hinterland broken by hills, swamps, lakes, and ponds, and drained by a few rivers and numerous streams. Its mosaic of tree stands included ash, elm, oak, pine, hemlock, beech, oak, and of course birch. Summers were pleasantly warm, but winters were long, sometimes blanketing the woodlands with snow for as long as five months a year.
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  Wabanaki family camp, 1850s, watercolor. By W.R. Herries. (Library and Archives Canada. Photo in authors’ collection.)

  As inhabitants of Mount Desert Island and its surroundings, Indian families developed a deep ecological understanding of a habitat blessed with an abundance of game animals, fish, birds, fruit, nuts, and roots. Adapting to the seasonal rhythms of this environment, they migrated between seacoast and hinterland. They knew precisely where to find the best encampment sites, some preferred for winter, others for summer, spring, or fall. Typically, the sites existed at well-sheltered coastal locations with good canoe-landing beaches and easy access to fresh water, food, and fuel.

  One of their favorite sites was strategically located at Manchester Point (Northeast Harbor) by the entrance to Somes Sound. In the early 1600s, Wabanaki families under the leadership of Chief Asticou camped here in the summer. Other long-used coastal sites in Asticou’s domain can be found at Bar Harbor and Hull’s Cove, as well as on neighboring islands such as Great Cranberry, Swan’s, Gotts, and Long, and also on the shores of Blue Hill Bay (such as Naskeag Point or nearby Flye Point). Included among the dozens of additional encampment sites in this domain is one by the Union River near Ellsworth Falls and another at Waukeag Neck on upper Frenchman Bay.

  With stone, bone, wood, and leather, Wabanaki men and women fabricated most of their own tools and weapons, including wooden clubs, bows, arrows, and spear shafts; stone axes, knives, scrapers, arrowheads, and spear points; bone needles and fishhooks; plus bark baskets, basswood fiber nets, rawhide snares, and traps.
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  Detail of Samuel de Champlain’s manuscript map of New France, 1607. (Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, Vellum Chart Collection #15. Photo in authors’ collection.)

  For winter travel, Wabanakis often walked on snowshoes made of white ash or beech corded with thongs made of gut or hide. To transport goods over the snow and ice, they pulled toboggans. When their rivers became ice-free in the spring, they turned to their lightweight birchbark canoes which could seat as many as ten people. Bark of white birch also served as cover for their portable wigwam dwellings. For added warmth in winter, they lined their homes with deer skins. Hemlock twigs or balsam fir needles, topped with woven reed mats, soft seal skins, or even densely haired bear hides made the floor of their wigwams more comfortable.

  Often aided by dogs, Wabanaki hunters chased their prey, especially moose and whitetail deer. They also hunted black bears, raccoons, otters, and sometimes also wolves, red foxes, lynxes, bobcats, fishers, and martens, as well as larger rodents such as beavers, porcupines, and muskrats. Especially during the summer months, they pursued geese, ducks, and other water fowl.

  With a special three-pronged fish spear, Wabanakis seized sturgeon, salmon, trout, and bass. At night, they lured the fish with torches of burning birch bark. They also used nets, hooks, and lines for a variety of other fish. Moreover, they speared or caught all kinds of fish trapped behind weirs made of wooden stakes placed in a tidal bay. At such sites of seasonal abundance they gathered in large numbers for many days, sometimes even weeks. Large juicy lobsters and crabs could also be on their menu. And whatever seafood was not immediately consumed, they smoke-dried and stored in baskets for the winter.

  Wabanakis also harpooned gray seal for its meat, oil, and soft pelt. Seal blubber was highly valued not only as food, but also as grease used to condition hair and protect bodies against the weather. Indians in the Mount Desert Island area may have even hunted small whales in bays, chasing them by canoe into inlets (such as the fjord now known as Somes Sound) for the kill. Certainly, many families gorged occasionally on the blubber and meat of stranded whales. When hunting or fishing was difficult or even impossible, they would move to the coast and dig mussels and clams in the mudflats. Bar Harbor was a site well-known for shellfish collecting, in particular clams, which they baked or dried by smoke. For that reason, Wabanakis referred to this bay area with its long sand bar and wide mudflats as Manesayd’ik—“at the clam-gathering place”—or Ah-bais’auk—“clambake place.”

  Adding to their fish and meat diet, Wabanaki families also tapped maple trees for their sweet sap and gathered wild blueberries, nuts, and young edible ferns. They supplemented their diet with cultivated crops, in particular corn, which they bartered with allied Wabanaki communities in the Kennebec and Saco valleys. Moreover, they collected medicinal roots, leaves, and bark to make teas, salves, and poultices to treat wounds and various illnesses.

  The European Invasion: Violence in the Gulf of Maine

  Almost 500 years ago, the first few European seafarers sailed across the Gulf of Maine and mapped a bit of the region’s seacoast. But it was not until Samuel de Champlain navigated a small one-masted sailing boat to the shores of Mount Desert Island in 1604 that local Wabanakis made their first direct contact with foreigners from overseas. A cartographer who later detailed his adventures as an explorer, Champlain was guided by two tribesmen from the Bay of Fundy. Upon seeing the island’s range of barren peaks, a prominent coastal landmark for other European seafarers, he named it Isle des Monts Deserts.
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  Mount Desert, from Blue Hill Bay. European fishing boats sailed the saltwater bays of Mount Desert Island beginning in the early 1600s. For the next few centuries, fishermen from New England coastal towns also frequented those waters and dried their daily catch on the island’s beaches. (In Drake 1876, p. 27. Authors’ collection.)

  The following summer, an English vessel sailed into the Gulf of Maine and traded with a Wabanaki band headquartered at Pemaquid and closely related to Chief Asticou’s community that camped seasonally at Mount Desert Island. The expedition’s objective was to find the best place to initiate English colonial settlement. In 1607, two English vessels carried colonists to the mouth of the Kennebec River, where they built a fortified settlement. Although this colonial adventure failed miserably, ever-larger numbers of English and French fishing boats began frequenting the Maine coast. Crews salted or dried their catch on the islands and bartered with Wabanakis, who eagerly exchanged beaver and other furs for a variety of trade goods, such as copper kettles, iron knives, woolen blankets, and colored beads. The region’s indigenous people also purchased firearms and alcoholic drinks, not only beer, rough cider, and wine, but also distilled liquors such as gin and rum.

  In 1613, a French sailing vessel anchored at Mount Desert Island, with colonists on board looking for a place to build a new settlement. They recognized the advantages of building a stronghold on the west bank of Mount Desert’s great fjord (Somes Sound), at a sheltered place now known as Fernald Point. Three Jesuits accompanied them. These “black robes,” as the Indians called them, were responsible for the spiritual needs of the Roman Catholic settlers and of the French fishermen who labored along the coast in the summer. Situated across the water from Chief Asticou’s encampment, the Jesuits also expected to convert the island’s Wabanaki community. Dedicating their mission to the Holy Savior himself, they named it Saint-Sauveur. With that divine protection at such a wonderful location, plus friendly heathens almost within shouting distance, what could go wrong?

  Lured by the beauty of early summer days on the fjord’s peaceful shores and relishing an abundance of wild food, the French may well have imagined they had landed in a new Eden. This illusion was shattered, however, when a well-armed English privateer from Virginia sailed into Penobscot Bay. Unaware that these foreigners were from a rival nation, local Wabanakis told them about their new neighbors settling down at Mount Desert Island. Seeing the French as interlopers in the Gulf of Maine, the English commander launched an assault on the French, taking them completely by surprise. The attackers killed a few Frenchmen and captured most of the others. Taking the ship as their prize, the English loaded it with loot and destroyed what could not be carried away.

  This June 1613 sacking of Saint-Sauveur marked the beginning of a long string of violent clashes between the English and French, competing for colonial power in the Gulf of Maine. Throughout much of the 1600s and 1700s, Wabanakis found themselves engulfed in the ebb and flow of colonial warfare. Sometimes, Dutch privateers also joined the violent scramble. In addition to many documented conflicts, countless unrecorded clashes occurred between rival fishing captains, fur traders, tribal chieftains, bounty hunters, and many others.
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  Wabanaki shoreside encampment, mid–1800’s. Long holding on to their traditional way of life as migratory hunters, fishers, and gatherers, Wabanaki families often set up wigwam encampments in places accessible only by canoe. Difficult to spot by those unfamiliar with the wilderness, they could be almost invisible to strangers entering their seacoast domain. (In Brown, p. 237. Authors’ collection.)

  European seafarers also introduced killer diseases, including smallpox, cholera, and influenza. These scourges, added to the lethal combination of firewater and firearms, almost wiped Maine’s indigenous coastal people from the face of the earth. Within a few decades, up to 90 percent of the Wabanaki had perished in this American-Indian holocaust. With epidemics and warfare nearly annihilating the indigenous communities occupying the seacoast from Mount Desert Island to Cape Cod, much of this land was cleared for European settlement. Confronted with fast-growing numbers of English settlers in quickly expanding colonies south of Penobscot Bay, Wabanakis resorted to forging alliances with the French colonists.

  French missionaries played a crucial role in building and maintaining strong relations with the region’s Wabanakis, converting almost all of them to the Catholic faith. One of the many colorful French adventurers on the Maine seacoast was Antoine de la Mothe de Cadillac. In 1688, the French colonial government granted him the rights to Mount Desert Island as well as a stretch of coastal land at the head of Frenchman Bay. Together with his French-Canadian wife, Cadillac lived briefly on the island, probably at Otter Creek. French fur traders were also important and some of them adapted well to the coastal woodlands, even marrying into indigenous families. Their métis offspring played a significant role as French-Wabanaki cultural brokers and often mediated in times of stress and violence.

  Dangerously situated on the Anglo-French colonial frontier, Mount Desert Island was always exposed to surprise attacks by enemies who might come at any time and from any direction. Peril continued even during the peace between the colonial wars, as pirates from as far away as the Caribbean added to the threatening uncertainties of the region.
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  Mi’kmaq encampment near Halifax, Nova Scotia, ca. 1791, watercolor. By Hibbert N. Binney. (Nova Scotia Museum, Halifax. Photo in authors’ collection.)

  For the next three generations, any plans for establishing a permanent residence on Mount Desert Island were bound to be squashed, but this doesn’t mean it remained completely uninhabited for more than seventy years. In fact, small Wabanaki hunting groups continued to camp there periodically to hunt, trap, fish, and gather. In times of peace, white fishermen occasionally came ashore to dry their daily catch on beaches. And last but not least, the island sometimes served as an inter-tribal rendezvous for canoe-faring Wabanaki warriors who assembled there in times of war to

  
  White Settlers at Mount Desert Island
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  Wabanakis in the American

  Revolution and Its Aftermath

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  Wabanakis in the Industrial Revolution: Where Is Eden?
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  Epilogue: The Art of Survival

  
    Where did the red man come from?” This is the question we intend to answer! We intend also, to remove the fear, that the life of the red man will pass away unwritten, and this is written because there is an abundance of evidence showing that there is a general desire among the people that some one ought to write it now if ever. (Joseph Nicolar, Preface. Life and Traditions of the Red Man, 1893)

  

  When Penobscot Joseph Nicolar of Indian Island wrote these words, the myth of the “vanishing Indian” was popular, not only in the United States, but also abroad. Many American Indians themselves also believed that their peoples, if not their cultures, were destined for extinction within a few generations. Epidemics and warfare had wiped out millions of their relatives and ancestors and nearly all their land had been taken from them. Moreover, they confronted a powerful new ideology of progress, which defined them as savages in the lowest order of human evolution, primitive remnants from a prehistoric wilderness. Representing his Penobscot Tribe in the Maine State Legislature for many years in the late 19th century, Nicolar was painfully familiar with the political consequences of this dominant worldview. The same is true for his Passamaquoddy colleague Louis Mitchell of Pleasant Point. About twenty years younger than Nicolar, he, too, was repeatedly reelected to represent his own tribe in the legislature. Since their terms in Maine’s capital city overlapped in the 1880s, they must have known each other well. Both recognized the importance of history in defending the traditional rights of their tribal communities. And both worked hard to preserve the rich cultural heritage of the Wabanaki. Nicolar did this through public lectures and by writing a book that he published himself in 1893, just a year before his death. Mitchell did so by sharing his knowledge, orally and in writing, with well-connected outsiders such as Leland, Prince, Gatschet, and Eckstorm—scholars who shared this information with a much wider public.

  Over the generations, many other Wabanakis have been inspired to share knowledge about their cultural history. Some penned, others dictated. Beyond words, they have helped to preserve cultural traditions by retelling old stories, singing songs, performing dances, or making artful crafts, some of which became parts of collections held by individuals and museums. The Abbe Museum in Bar Harbor has probably the largest and most representative collection of prehistoric, historic, and contemporary Wabanaki arts and crafts objects—in particular basketry.

  Indicative of the many major positive changes since Nicolar and Mitchell did so much to preserve a collective memory of Wabanaki cultural traditions, the Penobscot and Passamaquoddy now have small tribal museums on their reservations. Moreover, the Abbe Museum of Stone-Age Antiquities has greatly improved its mission in recognizing that Wabanaki Indians did not vanish and that their ancestral traditions are more than relics of the past; they endure and are kept alive by dedicated individuals all across Maine and beyond.

  One of the organizations committed to the continuance of traditional Native crafts in the region is the Maine Indian Basketmakers Alliance. Founded in the early 1990s, it began holding (in cooperation with the Abbe Museum) a yearly festival in Bar Harbor. Another notable aid in the survival of Maine Indian culture is the Wabanaki Educational Curriculum, the ever-evolving education program spawned by 2001 state legislation requiring the teaching of Maine Native American history and culture in Maine schools. (Notably, this legislation was introduced by Frank “Big Thunder” Loring’s great great granddaughter, Donna Loring, when she served as Penobscot tribal representative to the state legislature, along with Passamaquoddy representative Donald Soctomah.) Also of note is the National Park Service’s decision to fund our extensive historical study of Wabanaki peoples, titled Asticou’s Island Domain: Wabanaki Peoples at Mount Desert Island, 1500-2000, digitally published in 2008 and freely available on the Internet.

  Telling the stories of so many Wabanakis who seasonally encamped at Mount Desert Island, frequently on or near sites also periodically inhabited by their ancestors since time out of mind, the book in hand heralds the “art of survival” epitomized by the island’s summertime Indian encampments in the 19th and early 20th centuries. It represents an effort to make a long-lasting contribution to the cultural historical legacy of a beautiful seacoast island where we can still experience nature in peace and quiet, thanks to all those people, Native and non-Native, who have done so much to preserve and protect it—and to honor its original inhabitants.
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