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More Praise for JAMES L. SWANSON [image: ]

For The Deerfield Massacre


“With his gifts of great storytelling and penetrating insight, James Swanson has given us a compelling account of an unjustly forgotten episode in American history. This is an immersive and memorable book.”

—Jon Meacham, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of And There Was Light: Abraham Lincoln and the American Struggle

“It is easy to forget that America’s eastern frontiers were once just as savage as the more celebrated lands of the West. Call it the Wild East—the subject of James Swanson’s engaging new book The Deerfield Massacre. From a single horrific event Swanson builds an epic, violent portrait of a world most of us have forgotten.”

—S. C. Gwynne, author of Empire of the Summer Moon

“Acclaimed historian James Swanson’s splendid The Deerfield Massacre plunges readers into the cauldron of faith, fear, and ferocity that was life in colonial New England. In this galloping work of narrative history, Swanson resurrects the long-forgotten massacre: the fate of the white captives as they fight to survive, and the plight of Native Americans as they struggle to preserve their ancestral lands. Swanson gives both sides their rightful place at the forefront of early American history.”

—Peter Cozzens, author of the award-winning The Earth Is Weeping: The Epic Story of the Indian Wars for the American West

“An epic thriller from one of America’s most terrifying chapters—when the tomahawk and scalping knife ruled the New England wilderness. James Swanson’s brilliant, action-packed story evokes a mysterious and dangerous land haunted by legends of supernatural witches, as well as the real threat of bloody Indian raids. By the end of The Deerfield Massacre, readers will think they hear the sounds of tomahawks chopping through their front door.”

—Brad Meltzer, author of The Lincoln Conspiracy and The Nazi Conspiracy

“A wonderful read! James Swanson’s eloquent and gripping account of Deerfield’s bloody past transports readers across space and time, while critically assessing the town’s multiple efforts to grapple with its history. He explores the persistence of colonial memories, and welcomes the inclusion of often-ignored Native American voices and perspectives. From a midnight vigil in a haunting colonial graveyard, a visit to the tomahawk-splintered Indian House door, or a stroll along an icy moonlit river on a cold February night, Swanson evokes disparate and unexpectedly poetic connections. He invites readers to walk with him into, through, and beyond this complicated past.”

—Margaret M. Bruchac, professor emerita of anthropology, University of Pennsylvania, and author of Savage Kin: Indigenous Informants and American Anthropologists

“In this magnificent book, James Swanson brilliantly uncovers the long-forgotten Deerfield Massacre. His vibrant prose transports readers back to 1704, a distant and forgotten America, a period even the Founders would not recognize. In the dead of night, a barbaric attack engulfs a remote outpost on the Massachusetts frontier. At gunpoint, survivors of the slaughter are forced to march through a forbidding, frozen wilderness into captivity. Swanson’s thriller-like narrative is an epic tale of survival that keeps readers on the edge of their seats. Highest recommendation!”

—Patrick K. O’Donnell, author of The Indispensables and Washington’s Immortals

“A great book! James Swanson hits the trifecta that all popular American historians seek: a gripping and important chapter in the story of our nation; rich and fascinating research; and a propulsive, vividly cinematic sweep that transfixes readers with the physical courage, terrible suffering, and profound hope of those fighting for their lives in early America. Swanson turns the bloodbath into a key flashpoint in early New England and tells an unforgettable story of endurance and survival for the ages, restoring Rev. John Williams to our pantheon of heroes. This is first-rate American history.”

—Douglas Brinkley, professor of history, Rice University, and author of Silent Spring Revolution: John F. Kennedy, Rachel Carson, Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon and the Great Environmental Awakening



For Manhunt: The 12-Day Chase for Lincoln’s Killer


“A terrific narrative of the hunt for Lincoln’s killers that will mesmerize the reader from start to finish just as the actual manhunt mesmerized the entire nation. It is a triumphant book.”

—Doris Kearns Goodwin

“Brilliant! Absolutely haunting… This historical book is almost impossible to put down.”

—Patricia Cornwell






[image: Image]




[image: The Deerfield Massacre: A Surprise Attack, a Forced March, and the Fight for Survival in Early America, by James L. Swanson. Scribner. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




[image: Image]




In memory of my parents, Lennart and Dianne Swanson, who set me on the path to Deerfield a long time ago.

In honor of John Hope Franklin, Arthur Mann, and Mark Kishlansky, with fond memories of University of Chicago days.

And in remembrance of Joseph Peter Spang III, passionate antiquarian, obsessive collector, and gentleman of the old school who embodied the spirit of Old Deerfield as deeply as John Williams.





One of the pillars of the land… he was redeemed from the flames, passed through the wilderness and sea of danger, and… reached a temple eternal in the heavens.

—From an epitaph for the Reverend John Williams, spiritual leader of Deerfield, Massachusetts, 1686 to 1729

It is no exaggeration to say that Deerfield is not so much a town as the ghost of a town… the most beautiful ghost of its kind, and with the deepest poetic and historic significance to be found in America.

—from “Deerfield, A Beautiful Ghost,” an essay written by Conrad Aiken for the Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration, 1937






PROLOGUE [image: ]

Deerfield, Massachusetts, a remote village outpost of three hundred souls on the isolated, northwest New England frontier of a vast, early America. It is 4:00 a.m. on the ink-black predawn of leap year, February 29, 1704.



Outside the wind howls. It whistles around the eaves. Three feet of snow blanket the ground, muffling sounds in the night and drifting high against the tall palisade wall protecting the town. Life on the edge of the English empire is not easy. The town lies on the colony’s northernmost outpost—Canada is closer than New York. The people are surrounded by a dark and dangerous wilderness, by wolves, and—some believe—by witches. Only recently, Salem discovered in its midst, and put to death, twenty witches for “entertaining” Satan. In faraway Boston, Puritan preachers issue religious polemics. Here, in Deerfield, the people are more concerned with attacks by Indians. They have happened before, and the people live in dread of another one. Still, the snow is deep and the winter fierce. Who would risk an attack in such weather?

The sleeping inhabitants pull their blankets higher and huddle closer to stay warm.

The thud of a tomahawk smashing into his front door in the middle of this wintry, snowbound New England night startles Rev. John Williams awake.

This is the opening moment of the Deerfield Massacre, a forgotten tale of war and empire, life and death, endurance and survival, family and faith, and resurrection and redemption from a long-lost America when the destiny of a continent was at stake.



Deerfield, Massachusetts, lies between the Connecticut and Deerfield Rivers, in the Connecticut River Valley about ninety miles west of Boston. The picturesque town is now a popular tourist destination—a kind of miniature Williamsburg—which delights visitors with its Revolutionary War–era colonial houses stuffed with priceless antiques, a fine collection of early American silver, two museums, educational programs, harvest festivals, and a seasonal crowd of “leaf peepers” who throng to Deerfield to behold gorgeous autumn leaves. During the school year students from the prestigious Deerfield Academy buzz across its pastoral campus. If you go there today, there is little evidence of what made this town famous. That story lies buried below the surface.

Once, it was the most famous episode in early American history. Today, it has been forgotten. In an obscure one-hundred-fifty-year-old museum in this small village in western Massachusetts, there stands what was once the most revered relic from early America: a massive, tomahawk-scarred door that symbolized the notorious Deerfield Massacre. This impregnable barricade, venerated by early Americans as the “Old Indian Door”—constructed from double-thick panels of Massachusetts oak and studded with hand-wrought iron nails to repel the tomahawk and hatchet blades of Native warriors—is the sole surviving artifact from one of the most dramatic episodes in colonial American history: when hundreds of Natives and their French allies swept down from Canada to attack an isolated frontier outpost, burn the town, slaughter its inhabitants, and capture the rest. One hundred and twelve survivors, including Deerfield’s fearless minister, Rev. John Williams, were captured and led on a three-hundred-mile forced march through the frozen wilderness to enemy territory in Canada. Any captive who faltered on the way—including women and children—fell under the tomahawk or war club, leaving signposts of blood in the snow all the way to New France. The survivors willed themselves to live and endure the sufferings of their captivity until a miraculous reversal of fortune brought them home to Deerfield. They rebuilt their town, began new lives, and told the incredible legend until their end of days. The Old Indian Door is more than an iconic, antiquarian touchstone that conjures ancient ghosts. It is a living portal that opens to reveal the blurry line dividing past from present, and it resonates with hidden meanings about the origins of the American experience.

The story unfolded in the vast, early America, long before there was a United States. In 1704, the American Revolution was still seventy-two years in the future. The idea that the English colonies might one day rebel against the British Empire and form an independent nation was unimaginable. George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson had not even been born. Three-quarters of a century later, by 1776, the Deerfield Massacre was a long distant past in a place that the Founders would have found unfamiliar, strange, and even alien to them. This was a vanished New England possessed by fear, superstition, danger, and dread that would have been unrecognizable to the Revolutionary generation.


Origins

Deerfield was not among the earliest settlements in New England. Even in the mid-1600s the town did not yet exist. Pocumtuck Natives and their ancestors had lived on these lands for several thousand years, until 1664, when the Pocumtuck tribe was dispersed by Mohawks in a revenge attack. Their village was destroyed, and the few survivors scattered elsewhere. Long before the arrival of the white man, indigenous peoples had warred with one another in blood feuds over the centuries. Violence on the land that became New England was nothing new. To the white English colonists, the vast and fertile landscape of what would soon become Deerfield appeared uninhabited. Connecticut governor John Winthrop proclaimed New England a vacuum domicilium, or “empty dwelling,” raw and unimproved for the taking. It was up to settlers to improve this “howling wilderness” by planting crops, building towns, and spreading Christian civilization.

Property rights and the sanctity of land ownership were fundamental to an English sense of justice, order, and identity. Thus, in 1663, the area that would include Deerfield became part an eight-thousand-acre land grant from the Massachusetts General Court to the distant town of Dedham. Much of this frontier was controlled (at least loosely) by Indian tribes. Colonists negotiated to obtain deeds to Native land that the English assumed would convey exclusive title and ownership. The Indians possessed a different understanding. To them, deeds might imply only a right to shared use of Native land. For many indigenous people, the meadows, forests, and river held significant memories and attachments. In the beginning, the Natives might have viewed the first white colonists who landed in Massachusetts as curiosities—weak, ignorant, and few in number. The settlers seemed to pose no direct threat to their way of life. Four hundred years ago it was impossible to predict that the European colonists would come to dominate the New World and in time seize it from the Natives, displacing them by disease, demographics, political intrigue, and warfare. Early on, an organized and decisive concerted effort by the Indians could have driven the colonists from their shores. However, by the early 1660s that window of opportunity was closing fast. Tribal feuds, rivalries, jealousies, greed, and shifting alliances between various tribes and the English colonists in New England and the French colonists to the north in Canada—New France—prevented the indigenous peoples of Atlantic North America from casting aside their grievances and forming a united front against their common enemy. If they did not act soon, the chance for that would be lost, perhaps forever.

Along the western frontier of Massachusetts, the English government established a series of small towns—in effect wilderness outposts—that defined the outer reaches of the known world, the borderline between civilization and what they defined as savagery. From the initial settlements in Plymouth, Massachusetts Bay, and Boston, English colonists pushed ever westward into the wilderness for new land and opportunity. Between 1620 and 1670, the government created new towns on the fringes of New England. Deerfield came late, and it was the northernmost. It would lie between the narrow band of English Puritan settlements to the east, the former Dutch colony of New Amsterdam on the Hudson River to the south, and French Canada to the west and the north. Deerfield was closer to French territory than to the English towns of Boston and Albany.

The first English settler in Deerfield—Samuel Hinsdale—arrived in 1669. Documents verify the fact: “Samuel Hinsdale of Hadley in the county of Hampshire having purchased some property in Pocumtuck [Deerfield] in the land granted and laid out to the inhabitants Dedham…”

Others followed after the land was surveyed in 1671. Forty-three home lots were laid out on either side of a mile-long, linear street—called to this day “The Street”—running north and south and surrounded by commons and open fields. By 1673 twenty families had settled in Deerfield, lured by the chance for land and prosperity. That year marked the birth of the town’s first child—Mehuman Hinsdale. Deerfield applied to the General Court to become an independent town and the request was granted on one condition: “Provided that an able and orthodox minister within three years be settled among them.”

The town was located in the midst of the wilderness, a strange, wild, dark, and uncharted place. Deerfield sprouted up on the frontier, on the very western edge of civilization in the Massachusetts colony. On three sides of its framed wood dwellings were open meadows, stretching two miles to the north and south of town, and one mile to the west. Beyond this was thick, unbroken forest. In this region of the colony, the English had spread out across a handful of towns on the northwestern frontier. Paths for horses, carts, and foot traffic were all there was, plus trails and crossroads traveled by Native Indians, and waters they plied with canoes. While in bitter winter temperatures the streams, rivers, and lakes froze over and created more travel options, communication between distant towns remained difficult. The government in Boston was too small and far away to help much anyway, so everything depended on individual or community effort. In early America, warfare, famine, and disease defined daily existence. This hard life was not for everyone: In the 1630s and 1640s, about one in every six prospective settlers returned home to England in disappointment after failing to thrive in the paradise they had been promised. Conflict was an unavoidable part of life in this era, not just between colonists and Indians, but also between the great English and French powers, whose frequent European wars often crossed the sea to the colonies.

Many New England settlers who had survived into adulthood had lived through at least one such conflict. These experiences shaped their lives, and those of their families and children. Living under a state of siege and a lingering fear of surprise ambush heightened everyday anxiety. No one went anywhere without carrying a musket, even if it was to visit a neighbor. Toiling in the fields was more dangerous. Raiders could spring out from anywhere to seize an unwilling captive.

As a seventeenth-century governor of Massachusetts explained, fighting in America was “very different from the wars in Europe.” There were no rules of conduct or gentlemanly behavior on the battlefield. “We have to do,” the governor pointed out, “with very numerous barbarous savages within our borders that decline to come to any fair open battle but… [are] continually infesting us… lying skulking under the covert of horrid thickets, woods, and bushes where it is impractical to pursue them.”

Despite the challenges and risks, however, the first residents of Deerfield chose to make this place their home. If the Spanish had come to the New World for gold, God, and glory, the French had come for trade, furs, and the Catholic faith. Why had the English come? They came for religious freedom, but the very name they christened this land—“New England”—reveals that the Puritans wanted to replicate in the New World the culture and way of life of farming villages of rural England. These were ordinary people, not explorers, soldiers, mercenaries, or adventurers. They coveted Deerfield’s open land, fertile alluvial soil, and nearby river. The town possessed some of the finest and richest agricultural soil in all of New England. Most people in the town worked with their hands and their muscles and were not ashamed of it. They were not rich, and the promise of cheap land and the opportunity to improve their lives attracted them. They were farmers, not wealthy noblemen. Some practiced trades such as weaving, shoemaking, or barrel-making.

In 1634 William Wood published his influential book New England’s Prospect, to entice settlers to emigrate from England to North America. Wood praised the quality of the land: “It is for certain the best ground and sweetest climate in all those parts bearing the name of New England.” He extolled the richness of the soil and the crops it yielded, the opportunity to own land, and the chance to build a home. As for the Native population, he glossed over them “in a more light and facetious style” because “their carriage and behavior hath afforded more matter of mirth, and laughter, than gravity and wisdom.” The seal of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, in a misguided act of historical ventriloquism, depicted a woodcut of an Indian who implored the white man to “Come Over and Help Us.” To Wood, who returned to England in 1635, the Indians of New England were literally a laughing matter. If Wood had only stayed a year longer, he would have seen how wrong he was. In 1636, the bloody Pequot War ravaged New England. When the Natives unleashed their bottled-up fury and violence, no one laughed.

Deerfield’s first residents had not emigrated straight off the boat, direct from England. Many were second-generation Americans born in New England. Most were not from the other colonies, or even from distant points in Massachusetts. Instead, most hailed from other towns in the vicinity. They knew the area well, “and knew the risks of living on the frontier,” but were looking for a new start. Many had experienced legal troubles or other disputes and had been cast out from other towns. Deerfield was populated by a mix of the old families, including original landowners with extended marriage and kinship networks; married couples with young children, who owned their houses and farms; and unmarried single men who worked as laborers.

A second reason to settle in New England—and one more widely known—was to escape religious persecution. It is impossible to understand the story of early America without comprehending the paramount importance of faith and religion to the people of seventeenth-century New England. We live in a more secular age, where God, however defined or identified, may be a distant, abstract figure. But to the English settlers, He was something different. Their God was active in the world and in human affairs on earth. He intervened directly in daily life. Success was a sign of his approval, while misfortune of any kind—sickness, failure, accidents, death, and yes, even witchcraft—was a sign of his displeasure. As the famous Puritan clergyman Increase Mather asked, “Why should we suppose that God is not offended with us when his displeasure is written, in such visible and bloody characters?” In Puritan theology, the only way to heaven was through sustained faith; succumbing to temptation and indifference led to hell. Despite all their sufferings, Puritans believed that a better world awaited them. Their earthly ordeal and fidelity sanctified them, not unlike the story of Moses. Here, the reward was not a journey to a new, promised land, but a return to their old one. Their reward was a community restored and healed.

The French to the north and the English to the south differed over their chosen religion. Thanks to Henry VIII and his Reformation, the English were generally of the Protestant faith. The French, having stayed allied to the Church of Rome, practiced Catholicism. Missionary efforts by the French to convert their Indian allies and English enemies they captured added an additional layer of anxiety and jeopardy to daily life. Natives wanted to possess the physical bodies of those they captured, but the French wanted to possess their souls by converting them to Catholicism.



Daily Life

Life in Deerfield during the 1600s was—as the seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes put it—“poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” By our standards, most of the residents of Deerfield were poor. They owned their land but little else. Their labor provided enough food for their families to eat, but not much more. Their lives revolved around the never-ending cycle of planting, tending crops, and harvesting enough food to survive.

The first houses were built along The Street. It had once been a trail used by Pocumtuck people to link with other communities, located at a crossroads with an east-west route used by Mohawks and Mohicans. Forty-three neatly surveyed home lots of two to four acres were plotted along the road. Owners had rights to strips of land to farm wheat and corn in the meadows north and south of town, where they also grew hay to feed livestock. They also enjoyed rights to wood lots in the east for firewood and building materials. The first houses were small, single-story dwellings, positioned where the sun could warm them during cold New England winters. They were made of rough-hewn wood with the gaps daubed with clay to keep out wind and weather. These first dwellings gave way to finer frame houses, sided with clapboards and topped with a shingled roof. Windows were rare, given the expense, scarcity, and fragility of glass, and the need for protection—even a thin wall was safer than a window. Most houses were built of pine or oak.

In cold weather these homes would have been dark and damp, thus the need for a constant fire that was also used for cooking. Fires were built to keep burning, with big, foundational logs topped by kindling, sticks, and split logs. If a fire did go out, someone would have to run to a neighbor for hot coals or a lit candle inside a lantern. Or a tinderbox could be used, whereby a musket lock was fired and the sparks from the flint ignited cotton wadding. There were no carpets to keep the floors tidy and warm. Instead, fine white sand might be sprinkled across the threshold to capture dust and dirt and then, once soiled, to be swept out the door. Sometimes the sand would be brushed into beautiful patterns with birch brooms or twigs.

Homes in Deerfield were plain inside and out. Exterior walls, doors, and trim were unpainted—colorful paint was an expensive luxury good then and would not be seen in Deerfield for a generation. Furniture was sparse. Most people boasted a large, carved chest with a lid, in which they could store their few possessions, and a few stools and chairs to sit on. But there was little time during the day to sit and chat. Every home had beds, sometimes shared by several people. Early mattresses—“ticks”—were filled with straw or pine needles. Wealthier families had feather beds, filled with plucked goose or duck down. Box cradles protected infants from cold drafts and rocked them to sleep. Mothers swaddled their babies in tight wrappings and placed them in the long, narrow cradles, where they could not roll on their sides or bend their legs. It was believed that this would make babies develop good posture and encourage them to walk sooner.

A few tradesmen had set up shop in Deerfield, including a weaver, a cooper (who made barrels), and two cordwainers (who made shoes). There were three carpenters and a malster (who brewed and sold beer). More specialized professionals included the schoolteacher, millwright (who managed the corn mill), and one man who was studying medicine. Six men started a business to use local pine trees to make resin and turpentine, used for shipbuilding.

But farming and working the land remained at the heart of Deerfield’s existence. Most people owned at least some farm tools—such as plows, sickles, hoes, shovels, rakes, scythes, and harrows—all employed for planting and harvesting, and they shared these implements with one another as needed. Animals were an important part of daily life on the frontier. Oxen and horses were used for farming and transport, and most families owned one or two cows, which provided milk for butter and cheese (and, if they died, meat and leather). Sheep and pigs were kept for wool and meat, respectively.

Every home boasted some cooking and eating tools. A family might own a few heavy iron cooking pots, like a bake kettle, some fire-tending tools, and ceramic dairy pans for milk, cheese, and butter. A bake kettle could be hung over the fire on an iron arm, or set on a bed of coals and covered with more. People ate from wood dishes called “trenchers” rather than formal place settings, although some people had earthenware or pewter plates. It was not until much later that individual forks, knives, and spoons came into common use, let alone rare silver and pewter mugs, tankards, plates, or candlesticks.

“Indian corn,” a type of corn native to North America, was the basis of most diets. It was not eaten on the cob, but dried kernels were pounded or milled into flour or meal (cornmeal), which was often used to make “hasty pudding,” a porridge made from a mix of cornmeal with milk or water. Protecting this crop—and guarding against widespread starvation—was so important that Deerfield adopted an “insurance policy” against predatory birds that might ruin corn in the fields: “That every householder shall kill 12 Black Birds apiece.” If they killed fewer, they were fined. If they killed more, they were paid one pence for each dead blackbird, and four pence for each dead crow.

Wheat was also a popular crop, especially for making bread, while bean porridge was another common meal. Deerfield residents ate little meat, unless they hunted it themselves. Some families ate pork from pigs they raised, but eating beef was almost nonexistent. The town’s food supply depended on good harvests. Cold and wet weather could ruin crops, and one year, caterpillars ravaged the corn crop, leaving serious food shortages. Hunger was a part of life in Deerfield.

Puritan families loved their children and, contrary to modern tropes, understood childhood as a separate sphere from adulthood and treated their little ones as individuals. As Anne Bradstreet, the Puritan poet, wrote in the mid-seventeenth century, “Diverse children have their different natures: some are flesh which nothing but salt will keep from putrefaction; some again like tender fruits are best preserved with sugar; those parents are wise that can fit their nurture according to their nature.” In frontier farm towns like Deerfield, there was scant time for rest or leisure. But toys were not unknown. Northfield resident Clarissa Field was born blind and in the 1700s was given a special doll with uniquely long fingers that indicated the importance of touch in her sightless world. “Bangwell Putt,” as the doll was named, was dressed in fine fashion, including a simple homespun dress and miniature corset. This doll still exists and is thought to be the oldest surviving rag doll in North America.

Like Bangwell Putt, seventeenth-century New Englanders did not own many pieces of clothing. Today the wardrobe of an average American—in quantity and variety—would have astounded anyone in Deerfield. Most people wore the same clothes every day. Women spun wool into thread, and weavers then made it into sturdy cloth for everyday wear. Wool clothing provided warmth and insulation from fierce New England winters.

About one-third of Deerfield residents owned at least one book—most often the Bible. And of course, every family possessed guns and ammunition. A flintlock musket was the de rigueur modern weapon of the day in the late 1600s and early 1700s, along with a supply of lead musket balls and black powder. These weapons were not just for protection against enemies. They were also for hunting game for meat and to kill wild animals, such as wolves, which roamed the thick woods. These predators were so dangerous that the Massachusetts governor offered to pay a one-pound bounty for every wolf killed—in one year Deerfield residents killed eleven of them.

There was almost no specie—or hard cash—in Deerfield and no local bank to hold it. Most people bartered for what they needed. Residents paid their taxes in crops, just as they paid their minister on occasion. Almost everyone in town owed others small debts. More important were the close bonds of support and friendship that developed as this small community worked together for survival.

And what sustained their survival was faith. The real center of the town’s life was its church and its religion. Many families had descended from people who had escaped religious persecution in England. They valued their faith and the right to practice it freely. The law required them to attend church on Sunday, when there were two meetings divided by a lunchtime meal. Compared to other New England towns Deerfield was not overly religious. Yet the minister was the most important person in town and led by example and inspiration. The people paid his salary and also helped work his fields, harvest his crops, and chop his firewood.

A snapshot of life in Deerfield in the late 1600s could be described by a memorable phrase that Abraham Lincoln once coined almost two centuries later to characterize his own humble, colonial ancestry: “the short and simple annals of the poor.”





Part I A HISTORY OF SUPERSTITION, VIOLENCE, AND MASSACRE
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The only two known photographs of “the Old Indian House” (the Sheldon House) before its destruction. Daguerreotypes by William North in 1847 (top) and by Benjamin Popkins in 1847–1848.
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1 “DEAR AND DEADLY GRAPES” [image: ]

The violence of the Pequot War had preceded the founding of Deerfield by decades. Not until the 1670s did Deerfield find itself immersed in a major conflict. In King Philip’s War of 1675, a terrifying and bloody uprising against English colonists throughout New England, Indians from several tribes attacked and destroyed towns up and down the frontier, and ambushed, killed, or captured farmers working in their fields. Children who wandered into deep, dark forests vanished without a trace. It was dangerous and foolish to ever venture outside alone during this era. The theme of “the forest primeval” (in Longfellow’s memorable phrase), the metaphor that divides civilization and savagery, has possessed the American mind from the beginning. William Bradford, a Puritan Pilgrim passenger aboard the Mayflower, signer of the Mayflower Compact, and longtime governor of Plymouth Colony, reflected upon his journey to the New World in his American literary masterpiece, Of Plimoth Plantation. Bradford described a bleak and foreboding wilderness that would come to haunt the colonial mind for generations: “Being thus passed the vast ocean, and a sea of troubles before… they had now no freinds to wellcome them, nor inns to entertaine or refresh their weatherbeaten bodys, no houses or much less townes to repaire too, to seek for succoure… savage barbarians… were readier to fill their sides full of arrows then other wise. And for the season it was winter… sharp and violent, and subjecte to cruell and feirce stormes, deangerous to travill to known places, much more to serch an unknown coast. Besides, what could they see but a hidious and desolate wildernes, full of wild beasts and willd men?… For summer being done… the whole countrie, full of woods and thickets, represented a wilde and savage heiw. If they looked behind them, there was the mighty ocean which they had passed, and was now as a maine barr and goulfe to separate them from all the civill parts of the world.”

More than two centuries later, Abraham Lincoln was haunted by a family legend that he had been told as a child, of his grandfather, also named Abraham, whom Indians had ambushed and killed in 1786 while he planted corn with his sons Josiah, Mordecai, and Thomas (the future president’s father). The latter two boys ran to their cabin, grabbed a rifle, and Mordecai shot and killed the Indian who was about to scalp his father. In December 1859, five months before he won the Republican nomination for the presidency, Lincoln penned a brief autobiography for Jesse Fell, a political ally who got it incorporated into a February 11, 1860, article in a Pennsylvania newspaper. “My paternal grandfather, Abraham Lincoln, emigrated from Rockingham County, Virginia, to Kentucky… where he was killed [in May 1786] by Indians, not in battle, but by stealth, when he was laboring to open a farm in the forest…. My father, upon the death of his father, was but six years of age…. He removed from Kentucky to… Indiana, in my eighth year…. It was a wild region, with many bears and other wild animals. There I grew up.”

In an earlier letter that Abraham wrote to his cousin Jesse Lincoln on April 1, 1854, he related that the story of his grandfather’s “death by the Indians, and of uncle Mordecai, then fourteen years old, killing one of the Indians, is the legend more strongly than all others imprinted upon my mind and memory.”

Images like these terrified man, woman, and child and imprinted on the American imagination a generations-long nightmare of the wilderness, the forest, the darkness: the realm of Indians.

Natives could strike by surprise anytime and anyplace without warning. “Fear and distress pervaded the household,” an observer wrote, “danger and death lurked in every by-way about the field.” This was the way of life in early New England. But the colonists feared one thing even more than Indians and the perils of the wilderness: the supernatural, invisible world of the witches and devils who they believed surrounded them. Through the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the danger of Indian attacks near Deerfield proved more real and dangerous than hexes, spells, or witches riding broomsticks in the night. But make no mistake. In the late 1600s and early 1700s in New England and Massachusetts a belief in witchcraft was not harmless folklore. Witches were understood to be real and deadly and could be put to death for their pact with the devil.

The first inhabitants of Deerfield lived in peace with the neighboring Indians until King Philip’s War, when the Wampanoag chief Metacom (the English gave him the name King Philip) led a fourteen-month-long rampage against the colonists along the New England frontier. The war shocked the English not only for its savagery, but because Philip’s father, Massasoit, had attended the “First Thanksgiving” in Plymouth in 1621. To the English, it felt like a betrayal. To Philip it was payback. The war was the last serious attempt by the Indians to push back the ever-encroaching English off Native lands.

On August 25, 1675, a group of sixty Indians killed James Eggleston, a garrison soldier from Deerfield who was out alone in the fields “looking for his horse.” Musket fire gave an alarm, and the townspeople fled to the safety of their fort. On September 1, Natives attacked Deerfield itself. Of about 125 inhabitants present that day, the majority were women and children, with the adult men numbering perhaps thirty. Led by Nipmuck leaders Sagamore Sam and One-Eyed John, a small Indian force killed eight men and burned seventeen outlying houses and barns. A relief force led by a Captain Beers, bearing food and supplies, was sent out, but they were ambushed and slaughtered. By September 6, a second force, commanded by a Major Treat, relieved Deerfield’s isolated settlers. Treat also decided to abandon the Northfield garrison and evacuated the hundred-some colonists in a midnight retreat.

Yet Deerfield remained the northernmost outpost in Massachusetts and vulnerable to further attack. Its location in a fertile valley was exposed: Native scouts could survey the town from the heights of the surrounding hills to the east or west. All movements in or out of the fort were under surveillance. On September 12, emboldened Indian forces attacked again, this time during Sunday worship. They had laid an ambush for twenty-some garrison soldiers as they returned to the fort, but the soldiers repulsed them. Outnumbered by the Natives, the townspeople could only watch from inside the safety of their palisade as the enemy burned houses, stole horses, and looted valuable foodstuffs like grain and meat, all in full view of the stranded residents. Two days later, after a storm, rescue forces finally arrived.

But these predations were nothing compared to what would happen next.

By now so many soldiers had concentrated in the Connecticut River Valley that they strained the region’s food supply. They needed to be fed. Orders went out to stockpile grain at a central location. Harvests had been poor that year, and food and grain were at a premium. Deerfield was a key supplier of wheat, and the equivalent of three thousand bushels of it languished in the fields there waiting to be harvested. The Natives had not burned the crop, possibly because they planned to collect it for their own use. Major John Pynchon, commander of the colonial troops in the Connecticut Valley, ordered men to go to Deerfield to collect and bag the wheat, and then transport it to Hadley, a temporary military headquarters about twenty miles away.

To transport the food Captain Thomas Lathrop and his company of soldiers traveled from Hadley to Deerfield. Their job was to rendezvous with an ox train of seventeen teams, carts, and drivers. Early on the morning of September 18, Lathrop’s men marched down The Street in Deerfield. They loaded the waiting carts with heavy bags of wheat and some household goods—including feather beds—belonging to townspeople who wanted to flee to a safer location. As the caravan left town, the soldiers walked ahead, leading the ox train. The first leg of the route was not long, just two miles through the south meadows and up a rise known as Bars Long Hill. The terrain leveled out to a heavily wooded but flat plain, easing the burden on the oxen, who were already straining from their heavy loads. The weather was good and the sky clear. The road ahead looked safe as far as a man could see, which was not far because a dense forest and underbrush flanked both sides of the path.

After a mile and a half, the caravan approached a narrow spot of marshy swampland through which passed a meandering brook. There was no way that the heavy oxcarts could cross here without getting stuck in the soft muck. Captain Lathrop sought firmer ground. He ordered the wagon train to proceed parallel to the marsh and follow the gurgling brook for one mile, until it reached a spot where the water changed course, turned, and crossed directly in front of them. At this spot Lathrop and his men crossed the brook on foot and paused for the slow-moving carts to catch up.

As they waited, the soldiers looked up and spotted a huge canopy of grapevines hanging above their path. Tempted by the succulent fruit ripening under the sun, they laid down their heavy muskets to pick the fresh grapes.

Distracted, the soldiers failed to notice something hidden in the underbrush and lying low in the thicket, flanking them on both sides of the path, skulking just a few yards from where they stood: Indians. Lots of them. Native scouts had alerted them in advance that the colonists were on the way, allowing plenty of time to plan an ambush. Lathrop had failed to send out his own scouts ahead of the main column, which might have flushed out evidence of a war party massing. The hapless English, oblivious to the trap, stumbled right into it.

A large, combined force from several tribes—estimates vary between six hundred and one thousand warriors—waited for a signal to launch the surprise attack. The Nipmucks were led by Mattamuck, Sagamore Sam, Matoonas, and One-Eyed John; the Wampanoags by Anawan, Penchason, and Tatason; and the Pocumtucks by Sangumachu. The first sign of the attack was the attack. The Indians rose up from their hiding places, whooped the war cry, and discharged their muskets at the startled colonists, killing or wounding many with the first volley, before they even had a chance to pick up their own muskets and return fire. The English lucky enough to survive the first volley reached for their arms to return fire. But the Indians moved too fast. Many did not even bother to reload their muzzle-loading firearms. It was quicker to charge a man and kill him with a lightning-fast strike of a tomahawk than perform the methodical procedure to reload, aim, and fire. It might take half a minute—sometimes more—to withdraw the ramrod, ram a black powder cartridge and a ball down the barrel, and prime the firing pan with more gunpowder.

From all sides now, Indians descended upon the unprepared soldiers and teamsters, clubbing them with musket butts, slicing them open with tomahawks, stabbing them with knives, or fracturing their skulls with tremendous blows from ball-headed war clubs. These clubs were fashioned from a single piece of solid wood, some two feet long, with the weighted ball shaped around the natural burl from a tree. Elegantly carved, they were a perfect combination of deadly weapon and work of art. A blow from one was like being struck in the head with a modern baseball bat with the full power of a two-handed swing by a champion batter. These warriors relished close-in, hand-to-hand combat with their enemies. It enhanced their status and reputation for bravery. Without an intervening miracle, the outnumbered and outmatched colonists were, to a man, doomed to die.

Earlier that morning, just a few hours before, some of the colonists had bid goodbye to their wives, their children, and their friends in Deerfield. They assumed that this would be an easy, low-risk mission to deliver food and supplies. Up to the moment before the ambush, they were still thinking about feasting on grapes, not battling Indians. Now they were fighting for their lives. The combined noise of high-pitched war whoops, panicked cursing, booms of musketry, the shouts of hundreds of men, and the agonized cries of the wounded and dying made it almost impossible to hear. Underarmed, with muskets that took too long to reload, they were no match for the fearsome, close-combat weapons that the Natives wielded. At some point the English recognized their fate. They had two options: run or die. Henry Bodwell, from Newbury, was shot in his left arm, so with his right hand he swung his heavy musket as a club to fight his way past several Indians to cover, from which he made his escape to Hatfield. John Toppan, also from Newbury, was shot in the shoulder. Unable to fight, he hid in the woods beside the brook and escaped notice. Another man, Robert Dutch from Ipswich, was shot in the belly but survived because he had been left for dead.

The thunder of so much musket fire traveled far enough to alert Major Mosely and his company of sixty men who had also departed Deerfield, heading in another direction. On the New England frontier, that sound could mean only one thing. Somewhere, not far away, fellow colonists were under attack by the Natives. In the code of the frontier, any man who heard it was honor-bound to march toward the sound of the guns. “Hearing the report which the guns gave to this battel,” Mosely wrote, “I came up with a handful of men, though too late.”

By the time Mosely and his troops arrived, around ten o’clock in the morning, the crack of musketry had subsided, the shouts and cries had died down, and it was almost over. The bloodied corpses of sixty English colonists lay where they had fallen. Many Natives still tarried on the scene, thieving from the carts hitched to bellowing oxen teams and ransacking the still-warm corpses of the dead. They sliced open the sacks of wheat and spilled the precious content on the ground, where it mingled with the mud. They ripped apart the feather beds and the downy tufts floated like a cloud of winter-white snowflakes until they drifted to earth and stuck to the sticky, blood-drenched bodies of the slain. The rescuers discovered Robert Dutch “sorely wounded by a bullet that razed to his Skull and then mauled by Indian Hatchets, [who] was left for dead by the Savages, and stripped by them of all but skin.” Dutch’s stomach wound healed with the bullet—and part of his bandolier—still inside his body until three years later, when a surgeon removed them.

Mosely’s timely arrival had taken several hundred Indians in the vicinity by surprise in the open. In an instant, he had to make one of two choices for himself and his men: flee the battleground and run for their lives—but risk being chased down and killed off one by one in a running battle with the Natives, a second massacre in one morning—or stand their ground and fight. Some of the Indians recognized Mosely. Confident in their superior numbers, they taunted him in English. “Come, Mosely! Come!” one of them shouted. “You seek Indians; here’s enough Indians for you!”

Although the English were outnumbered almost as badly as Lathrop’s now-slaughtered command, Mosely ordered his men to attack. They closed ranks into a tight formation and charged. Over the next five or six hours they stood fast and fought back with intense musketry volleys, resisting every attempt to break their ranks and cut them to pieces. Every trooper knew that failure to stay in formation invited a complete massacre. By midafternoon it became obvious that while Mosely’s men had fought the Indians to a standstill, they could not drive them from the field. The colonists had fought well and inflicted many casualties, but by now they were exhausted and could not continue the battle much longer. Would New England lose another sixty men, one hundred and twenty in total, in the space of several hours? It looked like Mosley’s men, just like Lathrop’s, might be annihilated.

Then, another well-timed miracle: A relief force under the command of Major Treat arrived on the field. He had been on the way to Northfield to establish a new military headquarters there for Connecticut forces. His unit of one hundred Connecticut soldiers plus sixty loyal Mohegans under the command of Attawamhod, the second son of Uncas, joined the battle and helped Mosely’s men push the enemy back until dark, and the Indians melted into the night, ending the marathon day of combat.

Exhausted and bloodied, the survivors retired to Deerfield, abandoning the dead where they lay. It was too dangerous to wander the ground at night searching for corpses and risk another fatal ambush. The next day, on the morning of September 19, a burial party from Deerfield went back to the place that would forever be remembered and enshrined in New England lore as “Bloody Brook.” Here they dug a mass grave in which they laid sixty-four bodies close to the spot where they had fallen, including the “choice company of young men, the very flower of the county of Essex” plus the dead from Deerfield. Nearly three hundred and fifty years later, with their bones resting under a white memorial obelisk carved with each of their names, they lie there still.

Only one resident from the town is known to have survived: John Stebbins, who was “under the command of Captain Lathrop and with him when he and his company were destroyed.” Of the seventeen teamsters, sixteen had been killed. In Deerfield alone, eight women had been widowed, and twenty-six children made orphans.

Increase Mather, from the legendary family of influential Puritan divines, rebuked, and even mocked, the victims in his scornful book, A Brief History of the Warr with the Indians in New England: “Many of the soldiers having been so foolish and secure as to put up their arms in the carts, and step aside to gather grapes, which proved dear and deadly grapes to them.” To the people of Deerfield, the legend of Bloody Brook remained a warning of what might one day befall them.

But the danger was not over. A party of Indians returned to Deerfield and made another assault against the settlement. They traveled north from the scene of the Bloody Brook Massacre until they reached the town. The garrison rebuffed them and stopped them from breaking into the fort. Only some twenty men were in Deerfield at the time, far too few to fight off a larger Native force. The captain in command played a clever trick. When the Indians approached, he sounded a trumpet alarm, as if signaling for help from colonial reinforcements nearby. The ruse worked, and the Indians withdrew, but not before terrorizing the inhabitants with painful reminders of Bloody Brook. The Indians “most insolently braving the garrison of Deerfield… hanging up the garments of the English in sight of the soldiers, yet on the other side of the river.” These were likely bloodied clothes stripped from the bodies of the dead at Bloody Brook. Perhaps some of the women sequestered in the fort recognized in this ghoulish display some of the bloodstained shirts, pants, and coats worn by their slain loved ones.

King Philip’s War raged on. One of the most spellbinding events in the entire conflict happened in February 1676. Natives attacked Lancaster, Massachusetts, just fifty miles east of Deerfield. Mary Rowlandson, wife of the town’s minister, was taken captive with her three children, along with twenty-four others. She was carried west to the Connecticut River, then north into present-day New Hampshire. Three months later, after poor treatment and the death of one of her children, her husband ransomed her back for a payment of twenty English pounds. She published an account of her experiences in a book printed in Boston, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God. The account became so famous that no complete copy of the first edition survives, just eight pages that had been used as recycled paper in the binding of another book. Examples of the first edition were literally read to death. In writing her memoirs, Mary Rowlandson contributed a pioneering and unique genre to American literature, the so-called “Indian Captivity Narrative.” Other such accounts would follow in the future, including, almost thirty years later, one of the most celebrated narratives of them all.

By August 1676, King Philip was dead. Colonel Benjamin Church had led a manhunt for the fugitive warrior that tracked him to Wampanoag lands at Misery Swamp near Mount Hope, where he was shot to death near his hiding place, killed not gloriously in battle, an ending he might have preferred, but by stealth. In a great irony, Philip was killed not by Church, but by an Indian loyal to the English. So the chief who had triggered an uprising that terrorized the colonists, killed many of them, and threatened to drive the white man out of New England met his end not at the hands of a white man, but those of a Native American.

Whites desecrated King Philip’s body. They quartered his corpse, decapitated him, and paraded his severed head as a trophy that, to them, symbolized the triumph of white civilization against Indian savagery, and the inevitable conquest of a dark and dangerous wilderness. Philip’s head was impaled on a pole in Plymouth, a noxious and rotting symbol of victory. The colonists continued to hunt down many Indians who had fought against them, and took pleasure in putting to death a number of the most prominent Native leaders, many of whom had been tricked into surrendering. But this victory celebration would turn out to be short-lived.

New England lay desolated by the war, which continued with less organized raids and attacks. Twenty-five towns including Deerfield had been destroyed, more than half the English settlement. For the people of Deerfield, recent events proved too much to bear. In the aftermath of Bloody Brook, it was decided that the town was too difficult to defend. Deerfield was too isolated
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