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This study is primarily a history of technological change, but it is also an examination of tactics and of the concept of total war. Technology has played an important role in warfare since men first tried to harm each other with rocks or clubs. It has always been a part of any military system and has influenced the conduct of all wars. The natural environment in which men fight has also had a strong effect on their military systems, determining in many cases the choice or design of military equipment and the ways in which it was used. Warfare has often been limited in its scope or ferocity by the deliberate restraint of combatants and by the capabilities of their technology. In southern New England in the seventeenth century, Europeans introduced unrestrained, total warfare and a well-developed technology for conducting it. Indians adopted much of this technology and then modified their traditional patterns of forest combat in response to the European example of total war.

During the period of this study, 1600–1677, Indians and white men fought two major wars in New England. The earliest conflict, a series of skirmishes and punitive expeditions called the Pequot War, took place on Block Island and the Connecticut coast in 1636 and 1637. The next war was on an entirely different scale; King Philip’s War engulfed almost all of southern New England between 1675 and 1676. There is a good summary of those wars and their historical significance in Wilcomb Washburn’s article on “Seventeenth-Cenury Indian Wars,” which can be found in Bruce Trigger, ed., Northeast, volume 15 of the well-known Handbook of North American Indians, edited by William Sturtevant and published in 1978 by the Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.

The Pequot War pitted English colonists and their Indian allies against a single tribe that was accused, probably falsely, of murdering two white traders. The Pequots had alienated neighboring Indians and stood in the way of English expansion in Connecticut. The ease with which the English crushed the Pequots and the ruthless nature of their reaction to this “Indian problem” affected relations between the races for decades. Indians understood the potential of firearms in warfare after seeing the results of this unequal contest. For more information on the causes and implications of the Pequot War, see Neal Salisbury, Manitou and Providence: Indians, Europeans, and the Making of New England, 1550–1648 (New York: Oxford U. Press, 1982).

By 1675, much of the native land of the Indians was in English hands. Colonial authorities subjected even tribal sachems to the rigorous demands of English law, and a way of life in the forests was slipping away. The humiliation of English domination and the threat of cultural extinction drove the great Wampanoag sachem Metacomet (called King Philip by the English) to an act of desperate resistance. The insurrection which began in June of 1675 spread to other tribes and has become known as King Philip’s War. Historians now doubt that a widespread intertribal conspiracy was responsible for the conflict. They blame the heavy-handed actions of colonial forces for driving some neutral or wavering Indian groups into open hostility as the war expanded. The English eventually defeated the insurgent tribes, with the critical assistance of Indian allies, but the terrible struggle produced heavy casualties on both sides and left over a dozen towns in ashes. Indians with firearms had proven to be fear-some adversaries in a new type of forest warfare that drew inspiration from both cultures.

This book discusses only warfare in southern New England. King Philip’s War also affected both Maine and New Hampshire. For detailed coverage of the war, see the standard narrative history by Douglas Leach, Flintlock and Tomahawk: New England in King Philip’s War (New York: Norton, 1966) and a newly-published study by Russell Bourne, The Red King’s Rebellion: Racial Politics in New England, 1675–1678 (New York: Atheneum, 1990).

There is a great deal of source material on the English military system in New England and many English accounts of warfare between the colonists and the Indians. Learning the Indian side of the story is more difficult. Any detailed description of the southern New England Indians will always be incomplete. They left no written record of their culture, and those early explorers and colonists who tried to describe the way of life of these Native Americans were usually poor ethnographic observers. Archaeological evidence has increased our knowledge of these Indians and will continue to do so, but much of their history and culture will always remain a mystery. In studying the tribes of southern New England, a scholar must sometimes draw inferences from known practices of neighboring tribes and from accepted anthropological conclusions about the coastal Algonquian culture in general. He or she must also use observations made of the New England Indians after their culture had been significantly changed by contact with Europeans and European trade goods. Many cultural traits remained stable despite European contact and, with proper caution, can be considered evidence of an aboriginal practice.

Many institutions and individuals have helped the author in the preparation of this study. My interest in military history was stimulated by seminars at the U.S. Naval Academy with Professor W.H. Russell. Although I do not recommend participant observation as a research method for historians who want to study combat, the lessons that I learned during my service as a Marine in Vietnam have expanded my understanding of warfare in the forest.

My interest in this particular subject began with a seminar paper for Professor Carl Bridenbaugh at Brown University. I later wrote my doctoral dissertation on “Indian and English Military Systems in New England in the Seventeenth Century,” working under the able direction of Professor A. Hunter Dupree at Brown University. Murray Murphey, editor of the American Quarterly, accepted my 1973 article on “Changing Military Technology Among the Indians of Southern New England, 1600–1677.” I appreciate that journal’s permission to use sections of the article in this publication.

Two periods of concentrated effort on the manuscript were made possible by the generosity of my employers; Brown University gave me a faculty summer fellowship, and Slater Mill Historic Site provided a month of sabbatical leave from my position as museum director. In writing this monograph, I have profited greatly from the advice and comments of Hunter Dupree, Gordon Wood, James Deetz, Neal Salisbury, and Richard Ehrlich. They are responsible for many of the best things in this study and for none of its flaws. Any errors of fact or interpretation are mine alone.

The superb illustrations done for this monograph by P.D. Malone, Lyn Malone, and David Macaulay have greatly enhanced the educational value and the attractiveness of the publication. Nanepashemet, a Wampanoag Indian and a Research Associate at Plimoth Plantation, helped with the conception and design of the highly-detailed cover illustration by David Macaulay.

The Haffenreffer Museum of Anthropology at Brown Univerity, the Peabody Museum at Harvard University, the George Hail Free Library, and the Robbins Museum of Archaeology kindly allowed the drawing of artifacts in their collections. I also want to thank the John Carter Brown Library, the John Hay Library, the Anne S.K. Brown Military Collection, the Rhode Island Historical Preservation Commission, the Essex Institute, Plimoth Plantation, the Museum of the American Indian, the George Hail Free Library, the Massachusetts Archaeological Society, the Museum of Art at the Rhode Island School of Design, the Haffenreffer Museum, Plimoth Plantation, and the New York Public Library for permission to reproduce illustrations.

The staffs of the following libraries, museums, and historical agencies provided access to the sources, both documentary and artifactual, that were used in the research for this study: the Brown University Libraries, the Harvard University Libraries, the Van Pelt Library of the University of Pennsylvania, the Massachusetts State Archives, the Massachusetts Historical Society, the Connecticut State Library, the Rhode Island Historical Society, the George Hail Free Library, the Rhode Island Historical Preservation Commission, the Haffenreffer Museum of Anthropology, the Robbins Museum of Archaeology, Pilgrim Hall, the Old Colony Historical Society, Plimoth Plantation, Fruitlands Museums, the Higgins Armory Museum, Heritage Plantation, the Peabody Museum at Harvard University, Fort Ticonderoga, and Springfield Armory National Historical Site.

Harold L. Peterson showed me his personal collection of colonial weapons and shared his ideas on the use of firearms in New England. Robert Gordon offered his insights on metal-working processes, gun repairs, and the composition of metal artifacts. In my continuing work on Indian technology, I hope to do more of the metallurgical testing that Professor Gordon has proposed.

I am indebted to Mark McDonough for copy-editing, to Donna Curtin for both editorial assistance and careful proofreading, to AccuComp Typographers for typesetting, to Carol Frost for a final check of the revised galleys, and to Marie Pelletier and Die Modlin for the handsome layout of the volume. Ms. Modlin and Ms. Pelletier have overseen every step of the book’s design, including the final selection and placement of illustrations. Ted Avery, Ted Curtin, Richard Hurley, and Brooke Hammerle did excellent photographic work. George Malone, who has since been killed in a tragic kayak accident, helped with research on colonial laws. Ann Jerome, Dorothy Garceau, Cooper Abbott, and Linda Elbers found many of the nineteenth-century illustrations for this volume. Mr. Abbott also helped me produce the index and the list of illustrations. Alasdair MacPhail saved for me everything he found on Indian and English military systems as he did his own doctoral research on 17th-century New England.

The many fine scholars whose publications influenced my work are credited in the citations for each chapter. My debt to them is enormous. I have also benefitted from the informal encouragement, constructive criticism, and suggestions of fellow students of Indian-White relations; I owe much to Neal Salisbury, Pat Rubertone, Paul Robinson, Nanapashemet, William Simmons, James Axtell, Anthony Wallace, Richard Slotkin, Michael Raber, Kevin McBride, Myron Stachiw, Richard Colton, Jeremy Bangs, Larry Babits, Nancy Lurie, Wilcomb Washburn, Adam Hirsch, Gail Gustafson, Alden Vaughan, Ella Sekatau, Len Travers, James W. Baker, and Francis Jennings.

Numerous drafts, revisions, and changes in the manuscript would not have been possible without the skillful typing and general assistance of Judith Malone Neville, Winifred Barton (now deceased), Sandra Norman, and Fay Martineau. Dr. Neville also helped with the citations. My wife, Lyn, has been a constant source of support and good cheer.

James Deetz first suggested that I prepare a manuscript on this topic for Plimoth Plantation. He deserves a great deal of credit for getting the project underway. At his urging the Society of Colonial Wars generously provided a grant to promote publication. Through an arrangement with Plimoth Plantation, Madison Books became the publisher of this volume in 1990. I am particularly grateful for guidance from James Lyons, my editor at Madison Books, and from Richard Ehrlich, the prime mover of this project at Plimoth Plantation.

— Patrick M. Malone, Ph.D., 1990


A Note on Spelling, Punctuation, and Dating

The author has modernized the spelling of words in quotations from the seventeenth-century sources but has changed the original punctuation only when necessary to clarify the meaning of a passage.

The dates used in this study also reflect a modest departure from seventeenth-century practice. In the Julian Calendar of that period, a new year did not begin until March 25. To avoid any confusion among modern readers, the author has chosen to put all dates from January 1 through March 24 into the new year rather than the previous one.



A Comment on Historic Illustrations

Many of the illustrations for this book are taken from popular histories published in the colonial period or the nineteenth century. The old drawings may not be accurate in every detail. Some reveal the biases of illustrators, publishers, or authors. Others give a loose interpretation of events and a fanciful re-creation of participants. Despite these weaknesses, there is much to be gained from examination of the historic illustrations. They are particularly useful in evoking the horrors of total warfare in early New England, and they often depict a tactical situation with considerable realism. Several of the drawings of craftsmen at work are valuable acknowledgments of Indian technological abilities. The caption for each figure and the Notes to Illustrations will provide additional information and guidance.



Abbreviations in Citations





	CA
	Connecticut State Archives.



	CCR
	J. Hammond Trumbull, ed., Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut (15 vols.; Hartford, Conn., 1850–1890).



	MA
	Massachusetts State Archives.



	MCR
	Nathaniel Shurtleff, ed., Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England (5 vols.; Boston, 1853–1854).



	MHC
	Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society.



	NHCR
	Charles J. Hoadly, ed., Records of the Colony and Plantation of New Haven (2 vols.; Hartford, Conn., 1857–1858).



	PCR
	Nathaniel Shurtleff and David Pulsifer, eds., Records of the Colony of New Plymouth (12 vols.; Boston, 1855–1861).



	RICR
	John R. Bartlett, ed., Records of the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations in New England (10 vols.; Providence, R.I., 1856–1865).



	RIHC
	Collections of the Rhode Island Historical Society.





A FEW WORDS ON SKULKING

After the Bloody Brook Massacre in King Philip’s War, William Hubbard criticized the English for not fighting in a tight body as musketeers were supposed to do. He warned against any imitation of Indian tactics: “. . . skulking behind trees and taking . . . aim at single persons.”

At the end of King Philip’s War in 1677, John Eliot wrote: “In our first war with the Indians [The Pequot War of 1637], God pleased to show us the vanity of our military skill, in managing our arms, after the European mode. Now we are glad to learn the skulking way of war.”

Neil Sheehan said that the American military advisors in Vietnam in 1962 shared one wish: “They hoped that the guerrillas would one day be foolish enough to abandon their skulking ways and fight fairly in a stand-up battle.”*

* Quotation from Neil Sheehan, A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam (New York: Random House, 1988), p. 204.
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The Aboriginal Military System

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Indians living in the area between the Merrimack River and Long Island Sound shared many cultural traits. They were all inhabitants of the woodlands, and their several dialects were part of the Algonquian language family. Similar weapons, fortifications, tactics, and attitudes toward warfare existed in each tribe of this region, which we now call southern New England.1 The traditional technology of the Indians not only protected them from the challenges of a harsh natural environment, but also prepared them to meet their human enemies. Frequent conflict and fleeting alliances linked the tribes in a dynamic system of organized violence, a system dependent on technology. The ancient arrow maker and the woman who prepared rations for a war party were as essential in the operation of the military system as the warriors who did the fighting.

Feuds between kin groups and intertribal or interband wars of varying scale and intensity were common. Combat was usually on a small scale, however, with ambushes and raids on villages much more frequent than actual battles. Indians did undertake prolonged sieges of fortified positions on occasion and would sometimes meet in open fields for battles or skirmishes involving large numbers of warriors. In all these forms of warfare, relatively few participants were ever killed.2

Reasons for warfare were many and were sometimes so complex and intertwined that the participants themselves may not have understood them. New England Indians fought to gain prestige and power, to demonstrate their courage and martial skills, to resist aggression, to dominate weaker neighbors, to extort tribute, to gain hunting territory and fishing rights, to control trade, and to avenge real or imagined wrongs. Daniel Gookin, a Puritan missionary, believed that vengeance was a primary motive for combat between Indians. However, the violence which warriors directed against “such as have injured them or their kindred” was sometimes an effective social mechanism for the easing of severe grief and cultural stress within a band. Damage to group or individual pride also demanded some type of response and could lead to open warfare. Roger Williams reported that “mockery (between their great ones)” was “a great kindling of war amongst them.” Longstanding grievances which European observers blamed for much of the armed conflict among Indian groups could provide ready justification for military action prompted by newer issues, such as land depletion and the increasing competition for access to European trade goods in the mid-seventeenth century.3

The leader of a band, known as the sachem, encouraged his or her followers to maintain a state of readiness for warfare. The principal sachem of a tribe relied on the advice of a council and needed the support of other sachems who controlled bands within the tribe. His authority over these bands was not secure, and they might break away to establish their independence. Often the name which the English used to distinguish a tribe was actually the name of just one band within a loose confederation of many bands
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