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		Introduction

		THIS BOOK IS a major part of a project I set out some years ago, to give an account of the peopling of British North America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Publication began with a sketch of aspects of the subject as a whole (The Peopling of British North America: An Introduction), which traced the broad outlines of the European population movements that resulted in the repeopling of the eastern borderlands of North America. That book concluded with a view of an emerging North American society that mingled barbarism and gentility, and that contained strange, at times bizarre, distensions of familiar European forms of life.

		There followed a study of the movements of some ten thousand immigrants from Britain to America in the years 1773–76. The statistical base of that book, Voyagers to the West: A Passage in the Peopling of America on the Eve of the Revolution, was made possible by the survival of a complete register of departures from the British Isles in those pre-Revolutionary years. From the register’s 350 closely written folio sheets one could reconstruct the predominant socioeconomic characteristics of this entire migrant population, the geographical contours of their wanderings, the new communities they formed, modeled on what they recalled of those they had left behind, and the transatlantic communication networks they created.

		The present book precedes Voyagers in time. It first sketches the world of the native Americans in eastern North America before the arrival of significant numbers of Europeans, then recounts in regional narratives the first great transit of people from Britain, Europe, and Africa, and concludes with a sketch of the transformed world of British North America after seventy-five years of conquest. It is an account of the fortunes of the founding generations of Europeans and their conflicted involvements with the indigenous peoples. But though contemporary population estimates and local censuses of particular groups appear throughout the book, it has no comprehensive statistical base. The data do not exist. Much is known, however, of the migrants’, and to a lesser degree the natives’, backgrounds, behavior, enterprises, and common experiences; and in the scattered sources one can find some evidence, however fragmentary, of their inner lives, their motives, beliefs, fears, and aspirations.

		Of one characteristic of the immigrant population there can be no doubt. They were a mixed multitude. They came from England, the Netherlands, the German and Italian states, France, Africa, Sweden, and Finland; and they moved out to the western hemisphere for different reasons, from different social backgrounds and cultures, and under different auspices and circumstances. Even those who came from England—the majority of the immigrant population of the founding years—fitted no distinct socioeconomic or cultural pattern. They came from all over the realm, bearing with them diverse lifestyles. They came from the commercialized, modernizing southeast, especially the great conurbation of London; from remote, isolated farmlands in the north still close to their medieval origins; from enterprising towns in the midlands, the south, and the west; from dales, fens, grasslands, and wolds; and they represented the entire spectrum of Christian communions, from Counter-Reformation Catholicism to Anglican Episcopacy, Puritan Calvinism, Arminianism, Anabaptism, Millenarianism, and semimystical Quakerism. For England in the seventeenth century was composed of a multitude of regional and religio-ideological subcultures, which would meld and re-form in the open environment of the colonies. And the English mingled with other Europeans, clashed at times savagely with the indigenous peoples whose worlds they exploited but did not understand, and formed networks of association stretching from the Appalachian Mountains to western Europe, Latin America, the Caribbean, and Africa, all part of the immense socio-economic structure of Atlantic civilization.

		HERBERT BUTTERFIELD REMARKED that history should be both a study and a story. What follows are studies within stories, long familiar stories and new stories of the early years of British North America—narratives of how the land was peopled and then repeopled and with what results. I have attempted to tell these stories with new details of individual lives, however obscure, and within a broad pan-Atlantic framework. At the heart of these narratives is the struggle of the Europeans, low and high born, to re-create, if not to improve, in this remote and, to them, barbarous environment, the life they had known before. But their experiences were not mainly of triumph but of confusion, failure, violence, and the loss of civility as they sought to normalize abnormal situations and to recapture lost worlds, in the process tearing apart the normalities of the people whose world they had invaded. In this, British and Dutch America was not different from Spanish or Portuguese America. The British and Dutch overseas conquests were as brutal as those of the other conquering nations, in certain places and at certain times as genocidal. All the people involved—native Americans, Europeans, latterly Africans—struggled for survival with outlandish aliens, rude people, uncultured in what mattered. All—native Americans, Europeans, and Africans—felt themselves dragged down or threatened with descent into squalor and savagery. All sought to restore the civility they once had known.

		Later generations, reading back into the past the outcome they knew, would gentrify this early passage in the peopling of British North America; but there was nothing genteel about it. It was a brutal encounter—brutal not only between the Europeans and the native peoples, despite occasional efforts at accommodation, and between Europeans and Africans, but among the Europeans themselves, as they sought to control and prosper in the new configurations of life that were emerging around them. In the process they created new vernacular cultures and social structures similar to but confusingly different from what had been known before, yet effective in this outback of European civilization.

		My aim is to recount their experiences as simple narratives that have beginnings and developments but no inevitable outcomes; to identify individuals wherever possible, their personalities, appearances, fortunes, and passions; to reach back into their prior experiences; and to suggest the involvements of this emerging world with the larger scenes of Atlantic history.

		B. B.
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		The Americans

		1

		THEY LIVED crowded lives. Few in number by modern demographic standards, even before European diseases tore through their villages like the wrath of God, their world was multitudinous, densely populated by active, sentient, and sensitive spirits, spirits with consciences, memories, and purposes, that surrounded them, instructed them, impinged on their lives at every turn. No less real for being invisible, these vital spirits inhered in the heavens, the earth, the seas, and everything within. They drove the stars in the sky and gave life and sensibility to every bird, animal, and person that existed, and they were active within the earth’s materials—rocks, hills, lakes, and rivers—and in the wind, the cold, the heat, and the seasons.

		These purposeful, powerful spiritual forces that crowded the Indians’ world required respect; care had to be taken not to offend them. One must act prudently, obey ancient precepts, learn complex prescriptions, and take advice from the gracious and sage. There were right ways and wrong ways. There were life-giving empowerments and tangles of prohibitions. When the rules were broken, people suffered.1

		The earth’s generosity, on which survival depended, could be jealously withheld. Profligacy, waste, irreverence could offend. Though a community’s life depended on the success of the hunt, one might not slaughter animals recklessly. They too were protected by patron spirits, by “elder brothers,” by soul spirits of their kind capable of retribution for insults and wanton killings; they too had rights to life and, properly, only limited reasons for dying. Hunting therefore had its rituals: was in itself a form of ritual—a religious, at times a mystic, rite essential not only for survival but also for the maintenance of order and balance in the world. So the Micmacs in Nova Scotia, out of respect for their prey, strove to prevent any drop of beaver blood from falling on the ground, and when that animal’s flesh was boiled into soup, they were careful never to allow the broth to drip into the fire. They refused to eat the embryos of moose for fear of their mothers’ retribution. Bones had to be disposed of with care. To treat these remains crudely, to throw them to the dogs or toss them about randomly, would offend the animals’ kin and their presiding spirits, who would thereafter prevent their easy capture. So too the creative spirits, who watched jealously over the success of procreation, might resent the punishment of children and remove them from human hands; children were treated indulgently.2

		Since the myriad, immanent spirits were everywhere alert, everywhere sensitive and reactive, the whole of life was a spiritual enterprise, and the rules of behavior had to be finely drawn. Propitiating the anima of beavers, who were greatly respected, was especially demanding, and there were significant distinctions: those that were trapped had to be treated differently from those that were otherwise killed. There were special rules for dealing with birds and animals caught in nets; the sex of captured animals mattered in their treatment. Respectful of the animals’ spirits, Penobscot hunters would not eat the first deer or moose they killed each season, the Chipaways in the north offered up to ritual the first fish caught in a new net, and Eastern Abenaki boys had to give away their first kill, however small. And everywhere great attention had to be given to the ways that bears, patrician animals, were killed and consumed. Before or after bears were slain (it made no difference which, since in either case their spirits were alive), they had to be addressed with ceremonial honor and with apologies for the necessity of killing them; their carcasses had to be disposed of reverentially.3

		In this magico-animist world taboos abounded. To obey them would minimize offenses and so help maintain stability; to violate them would lead to disaster. The possible effects of women’s “uncleanliness” and their procreative processes had to be strenuously controlled. When menstruating, Micmac women were not allowed to eat the flesh of beavers, whose spirits would be insulted, nor drink out of common kettles. Huron women, when pregnant, were excluded from the area of the hunt since they would frustrate the capture of any animals they happened to glance at. And childless women were banished when bear meat was being brought in and consumed.4

		The universe in all its elements, animate and inanimate, was suffused with spiritual potency—manitou, the Algonquian peoples called it—that empowered each entity to function in its distinctive way and that embraced all of life’s diversity in an ultimately unified and comprehensive state of being. Children, Calvin Martin writes, were taught “that nothing was profane.” There were few gradations in value or levels of superiority among animate things; nor were any species truly alien or any objects completely insensate. Animals no less than men belonged to “nations,” lived in communal dwellings, conferred together sociably, danced and played together, fought in familiarly human ways, and acted in everything they did according to rules and precepts no less judicious and spiritually self-protective than those that shaped the behavior of men. The dignity of trees had to be acknowledged when they were felled, sometimes by sprinkling tobacco, which had peculiar powers, on the ground around them. The west wind—the seasons—thunder—too had purposes.5

		In such a world, reciprocity was the key to stability, to happiness, in the end to survival. Injuries had to be requited, insults repaid, losses recovered. Raids were launched, wars were fought, over the failure of reciprocal trade, and to capture prisoners who might replace deaths or abductions incurred in previous conflicts (“mourning wars”) and to restore lost dignity and pride. Body parts—severed heads or hands—of warriors who had fought improperly might be offered to victims’ families to maintain the stability of tribal relations. Village life and political alliances were based on reciprocity: the fear of supernatural retribution was in itself a form of social control. Productive land had to be left fallow to recover the nourishment of which it had been robbed; rich fishing grounds had to be vacated to prevent irreversible depletion; girls given in marriage had somehow to be replaced, by compensation to a woman’s family “for the loss of her valuable labor and child-bearing potential.”6

		But reciprocity, the maintenance of equilibrium, the restoration of balance—among people, between people and their environment, and among the elemental forces of life—was a complex process, full of mysteries that people struggled to comprehend. When the world went wrong—when there were droughts, epidemics, unaccountable wars, frustrated hunts—familiar remedies could be resorted to: well-known rituals, sanctioned patterns of self-abasement and self-denial, symbolic gestures, cunning exhortations. But often the sources of disturbance, of the insults to the system, were hidden; only direct communication with the ultimate powers could help, and that was the work of experts: doctors of esoteric lore and divination, shamans, magi, sorcerers.

		The shamans, authoritative cosmologists and custodians of the myths of creation, could make personal contact with the immanent powers, penetrate the mysteries of lost balances, identify forgotten violations of taboo or offenses that demanded apologies, and recommend the proper forms of recovery. They could even diagnose the ultimate causes of physical illnesses that defied herbal cures, and find remedies in magical chants, amulets, rattles, and sucking procedures that rid the body of the disbalancing, destructive spirit. For they, above all others, knew that physical nature was only part of the great universe whose ultimate forces were spiritual. So in these emergencies, the shamans, the powwows, the sorcerers and soothsayers transcended physicality—in trances, by hallucinogenic drugs, by hypnotic, mind-blinding incantations, perhaps in epileptic seizures—in order to penetrate the deeper recesses of being and connect with spiritual sources. They emerged from these encounters with mandates that could be strange, at times frightening, entailing everything from symbolic gestures and prayerful dances to warfare, torture, and cannibalism.7

		But ordinary people too had an avenue of direct access to the controlling anima, though it was an erratic, at times perplexing route requiring imaginative interpretation—through dreams.

		Centuries would pass before European civilization would match the Indians’ understanding of the importance of dreams. They were not seen as random, superficial ephemera that expired with the light of day, but as cold reality, profoundly meaningful experiences that had to be understood. The Hurons and Senecas, a Jesuit reported in 1649, believed that, quite beyond one’s conscious wishes,

		
			our souls have other desires, which are, as it were, inborn and concealed. These, they say, come from the depths of the soul, not through any knowledge, but by means of a certain blind transporting of the soul to certain objects; these transports might, in the language of philosophy, be called desideria innata, to distinguish them from the former, which are called desideria elicita. Now they believe that our soul makes these natural desires known by means of dreams, which are its language. Accordingly, when these desires are accomplished, it is satisfied; but … if it be not granted what it desires, it becomes angry…[and] often it … revolts against the body, causing various diseases, and even death.

		

		Dreams were probes of ultimate realities, and anticipations of the future. Correctly understood they could guide one’s behavior into safe channels, prevent disasters to oneself or to one’s people, and ease anxieties that could not be consciously acknowledged.

		Dreams as portents made demands. To ease one’s latent troubles, to satisfy one’s guiding spirit, or to anticipate some approaching disaster, a dream might clearly require one to do things that appeared bizarre but that were logical in the greater system of which the palpable world was only a part. A dream might oblige one to find sexual gratification with two married women; to sacrifice ten dogs; to burn down one’s cabin; even to cut off one’s finger with a sea shell, to fulfill symbolically a nightmare dream of torture. The worst nightmares were experienced by the young, groping apprehensively for maturity; by warriors, who knew that capture in warfare often ended in torture; and by the old, facing sickness and death—from all of whom society demanded fortitude and stoic endurance. A warrior who dreamed of being burned alive by his captors had his people singe him repeatedly with torches, but then, hoping that a symbol might substitute for his agonies and life, killed a dog, roasted it, and ate it in a public feast in the way sacrificed enemies might be eaten. Another, driven to accomplish a dream of captivity, had himself stripped naked, dragged through his own village, ridiculed and reviled, and tied up for execution; but then, having sung his death song, he stopped, hoping that this proximate enactment would be acceptable as suffering enough.

		Sometimes, however, the true meanings and mandates of dreams were not obvious, but hidden, lying deep beneath manifest appearances. Expert analysts—the shamans—would be called in to penetrate the mysteries and prescribe the right courses of action. But not only the shamans: village elders, concerned for the fate of their people, might join in the search for a dream’s meaning. There were even rites by which a whole community might gather to probe the riddle of an individual’s mysterious dream, combining forces to discover its meaning and the correct, the relieving, course of action.8

		Dreams could be deeply disturbing, upsetting the balance of life by their portents and the demands they made. But for people crowded and jostled by exigent spirits, stability—psychological as well as social—was in any case a fragile achievement. The psychological pressures, especially on men, could be intense. They were expected to be proud, courageous, resourceful, independent, defiant in the face of savage adversity, and at the same time devout in their reverence for the animating forces of the world and for their personal guardian spirits. Above all, they were hunters and warriors, and they were expected to excel as both. It was not merely courage that was required in hunting and warfare but reckless courage, heedless courage. Danger was not to be feared and evaded, but sought: it provided the ultimate tests of manhood. So their vivid war paint, whose color and design conveyed specific meanings—brilliant daubs of red for battles—was meant to startle the enemy, intimidate him, and weaken his confidence, but it also had the effect of heightening a warrior’s visibility and declaring his fearlessness and his disdain for danger.9

		A man who failed conspicuously as a hunter—whose technical skills were inadequate, whose nerve gave way at a crucial moment, who lacked the stamina for month-long searches in snow and ice—would be shamed, publicly disgraced, his humiliation destructive of status and of economic, even marital, prosperity. Against such outcomes they were trained from early childhood. As boys they were carefully instructed in the skills and fortitude of hunters and warriors, and their courage was tested in puberty rites. In some regions these passages from childhood were vague in structure, mild and diffused, though they usually involved some form of ritual self-abasement to invoke one’s guardian spirit, whose presence would ever thereafter be represented in the pouch of charms one carried with one. In other regions, however, puberty rites were rigorous and severe. Nothing could be more demanding than the Powhatans’ huskanaw, a process required of adolescent sons of leading families that could last for several months and was calculated to be so physically devastating as to wipe out all memory of earlier life, with its emotional ties of dependence. Some did not survive the ordeal of beatings, starvation, drug-induced bouts of madness, confinement in narrow “sugar-loaf” cages, and the tortuous recovery through contrived setbacks. Among those who, at the end of it all, failed to show the expected marks of total transformation and were made to repeat the procedure, death was not uncommon. So Europeans who heard vaguely of the ordeal, but who never actually witnessed or understood the whole of it, concluded that the natives indulged in human sacrifices to the feared god of evil, punishment, and power, Okse.10

		The Powhatans’ huskanaw initiated males into a crowded, delicately balanced, and perilous world, the stability of which might easily be upset and which might end in the devastation of military defeat. That ultimate threat was always there, even among such peaceful peoples as the horticulturists and fishing folk of New England. Among the Powhatans of the Virginian plain, battling furiously against or as allies of a would-be native overlord, and among the aggressive Iroquois and their Huron and Algonquian victims in upcountry New York and the eastern Great Lakes, warfare, with all its personal horrors, was commonplace. Raiding parties, seeking revenge, tribute, or restitution, devastated whole villages, pillaging stores of food, destroying crops and habitations, butchering the wounded, and carrying off the women, children, and defeated warriors. The women and children who survived were often adopted as replacements for the victors’ recently deceased kinfolk, but the captured warriors were brought home as trophies, along with severed hands, feet, and heads. Beaten continuously, the prisoners were often maimed—fingers chopped or bitten off to incapacitate them for further warfare, backs and shoulders slashed—then systematically tortured, by women gashing their bodies and tearing off strips of flesh, by children scorching the most sensitive parts of their immobilized bodies with red-hot coals—while judgment was passed on whether they would live as dependents, in effect as slaves, or die. If spared, their lives as slaves involved brutal humiliation, complete repudiation of their former lives, and changes of name. While they might eventually rise to prominence in their new society, they were seldom free of the stigma of subjection. If condemned, they would most likely be burned to death after disembowelment, some parts of their bodies having been eaten and their blood drunk in celebration by their captors. This was the ultimate test, for which warriors had fearfully prepared. But it was not so much death they feared as shameful death, a cringing, pitiful death in which one begged for life. Those who died properly were those who withstood the agony not only uncomplainingly but defiantly, mocking, singing, laughing at their torturers until the end.11

		•   •   •

		SOME, for certain stretches of time, lived placid lives, blessed with abundant sources of food, moving peacefully with the seasons for safety and ecological advantage, deeply familiar with the physical world as well as with the neighbors they were likely to encounter and with the crowded universe of animating spirits that surrounded them. They found enjoyment in ordinary village life, in games—ball games, stick games, field sports—above all in dance. And festivals of all sorts were frequent.12

		But none of these people, however isolated and well established, were secure—not the Beothuks on the remote fringes of Newfoundland, nor the tribes on the outer banks of the Carolinas, nor the Lenapes on the Chesapeake’s Eastern Shore, nor the Monongahelas in the mountains of western Pennsylvania. None were free from the threat of violence—the unpredictable and uncontrollable violence of the natural world, the unfathomable violence of inner lives that exploded so strangely in dreams, the violence of border wars that erupted repeatedly, year after year, and the psychological violence endemic in cultures that demanded heroic invincibility and endurance and that familiarized children with excruciating cruelty.

		Deep strains of anxiety tinged their lives. As adults they were often taciturn—that was the style of responsible maturity—but far from the model of nerveless, marmoreal stolidity that would later become their popular image, they were commonly sensitive and edgy—“touchy and vindictive,” as the Powhatans are known to have been. So much could go wrong. They were fearful of possible shame, loss, and defeat. There was no end to the conflicts in their lives: at all levels “an injury demanded revenge, which was considered by the other side as an injury that demanded revenge in turn.” And their valor, or lack of it, was always on display. For who they were was what they did, as the succession of their names, which were often descriptive, made clear.13

		A person was given a public name at birth and also commonly a private pet name; later he or she might acquire another name to mark the emergence from childhood or exceptional promise or an early achievement; still later a new public name might be bestowed for some distinguished exploit; and others might be added that in effect suggested roles one had successfully played. “Pocahontas,” the English discovered after the young woman converted to Christianity, was a childhood pet name; her people commonly called her Matoaka (playful), though her formal name was Amonute. These were agreeable names, appropriate for a paramount chief’s daughter; but one could also be given a rueful, even a shameful name, or one that was conspicuously lacking in distinction or dignity or honor, or worst of all, a name of derision, such as those imposed on captives by masters who spared their lives.14

		SENSITIVELY ATTUNED TO both the physical world and the ruling spiritual forces, and familiar with a complex array of procedures by which to adjust these external elements to serve their personal needs, the Americans experienced life as a delicate balance, which had to be carefully maintained. But though they were psychologically and spiritually tense and calculating, their inner lives crowded by forces and spirits of intense meaning and great power, they played out their physical lives freely and loosely in immense territories whose spaciousness was as necessary as the intricacy of their religion.

		2

		The sector of North America that the English adventurers and settlers would come to know in the course of the seventeenth century stretched from North Carolina to Nova Scotia and west to the Appalachians and the eastern Great Lakes—a domain five and a half times the size of England. Much of this land was heavily wooded. Mixed deciduous and coniferous growths covered huge tracts, darkened whole mountain ranges with rich, dense foliage. But though in some places the forests crowded the coasts and lined the river banks, there were innumerable patches of grassy meadowland along the coasts, as well as riverside and lakeside clearings and open fields in the interior. Many of these bare stretches had developed naturally, but others were the results of deliberate burnings and small-scale efforts at brush removal and deforestation. On these open plots and in satellite encampments near them lived a population whose remote Asian ancestors had moved east from the Bering Strait to settle on the Atlantic slope ten or fifteen thousand years before.

		How numerous they were on the eve of permanent English settlements we do not know. We can only guess, and there are wild discrepancies among even the best-informed guesses that have been made. It may be reasonable, though, to estimate that the total population of this northeastern woodland area was around 300,000, a density of approximately one person per square mile, but with highly uneven distributions.15 Large spaces were completely uninhabited, or so thinly peopled that one could travel for days without encountering a soul. But certain small regions were well populated. The ten towns and associated hamlets of the Iroquois people probably had a combined population of between 20,000 and 30,000, though these communities were scattered in a broad band stretching 150 miles west of the Hudson River to Lake Ontario; some of the Iroquois towns may have had populations of 2,000. It is likely that the settlements on the lower Hudson River basin, including northern New Jersey and Delaware, together had a population of just over 50,000—a density that approached eight people per square mile, roughly comparable to that of modern South Dakota. The population density of central Connecticut was probably about five per square mile; that of the Powhatan tribes on the coastal plain of Virginia—a population of over 14,000—approximately two per square mile, increasing to over three in the most populous region between the Potomac and Rappahannock rivers. There were no urban centers. Communities of 2,000, like those of a few of the Iroquois tribes, were extremely rare; most villages had no more than 200 or 300 inhabitants, and some communities, such as the Lenapes in the lower Delaware River valley, were simply bands of less than 50 related individuals, little more than extended families, loosely affiliated with other kinship groups nearby which together formed a distinctive cultural unit.16

		The low ratio of people to land meant open space, freedom to move freely over large areas, which was vital to the Indians’ existence. No one was completely sedentary. Most villages were only seasonally occupied. Though practices differed from place to place, most people remained in their “home” villages only through the spring and summer months, and even then wandered out from time to time in small bands to coastal and riverside fishing areas located fifteen, sometimes twenty-five, even fifty miles away. The exact location of the habitations that comprised a village had little permanence. Small dwellings lightly built of arched or propped saplings covered with bark or hides could easily be moved or simply abandoned and replaced elsewhere. And villages were moved and abandoned, frequently—in New England on average every dozen years or so—because the fertility of the surrounding fields, planted with the staples of corn, beans, and squash, declined; or because firewood became scarce; or because enemy raids drove the villagers to more defensible ground; or because blights devastated the local vegetation.17

		“Home” was not, therefore, a village of fixed location to which one might have sentimental or ancestral attachments, but a spacious area, a territorial zone within which clusters of dwellings could shift location, fields could be cultivated and abandoned, and satellite hamlets erected overnight. The cultivation of fields did not bind one to the land. Though there were some groups, like the Lenapes and the Eastern Abenakis on the Maine coast, who were hunters and gatherers, horticulture was crucial for the survival of most of these people, but the cultivation of the soil was superficial. The land, which was worked by the women assisted by the children, was not plowed but simply scratched and punctured, with sticks and shells. The crops were planted together in hummocks formed amid surviving trees, stumps, and half-burned roots; the beans grew in twists around the cornstalks, and the squash and other gourds appeared helter-skelter alongside patches of weeds. Seemingly wild tangles of growths, these were in fact produce gardens, which provided a high percentage of the Indians’ caloric intake and much of the bulk of their consumption. But the cultivation of these fields, which were not renewed or fertilized but in time abandoned, did not engage one’s pride or challenge one’s skills. And it did not confine one’s attention or limit one’s sense of spatial horizons.18

		For village life and horticulture occupied only a part of the Indians’ yearly cycle. After the early fall harvests, the villagers began moving off to inland hunting camps, where they spent at least the early part of the winter, leaving behind only a small cadre of elders and children to maintain the original site. The pattern of these movements varied from region to region. A typical New England sequence was two long sojourns in interior camps from mid-October to mid-March and then four or five short trips to coastal fishing camps between May and September. Some more sedentary horticulturists divided their lives between main villages and outlying farmsteads, from both of which groups moved out to special camps for fishing, fowling, and hunting.19

		The hunting camps were widely scattered. The range of a single community’s winter dispersal could cover large spaces. Individual family units of both the Western Abenakis, in present-day Vermont, and the Delawares occupied hunting territories estimated at two hundred square miles each, informally divided into subareas, some for immediate use, some reserved, to prevent the depletion of game. A more precise measure—of the Iroquois hunting territories, based on careful estimates of the annual consumption of deer meat and deer skins on the one hand and deer herd densities on the other—reveals similarly that a village of two hundred inhabitants required for survival a hunting area of 272 square miles, or approximately 175,000 acres.20

		Though particular hunting areas were identified with particular peoples and incursions of any kind could touch off wars, there were no formal, linear boundaries, which in any case could not have restrained hunters on active chases. There were only rough natural demarcations like recognizable environmental zones (forest types, drainage areas) or at best hills or mountain ranges or “systems of trails related to watercourses,” often separated by buffer zones. Rivers, for example, which often served as important borders, were also centers of community life, with housing clustered on both banks. But they were nevertheless part of a system of inexact but effective territorial parameters in a world that did not know possession.21

		No one possessed—“owned”—land. “Ownership”—exclusive possession, with the publicly approved right to sell as a commodity or otherwise alienate and use as one saw fit—was unknown. Land was held and used communally, by the “larger corporate groups, and ultimately the tribe, that discharge a proprietary or controlling function over territory and thus resources.” The “ownership” of the land that communities were collectively entitled to control and use was vested in their sachems and those who advised them, but these leaders were only symbolic owners of collective rights in which individuals shared. Individuals possessed only things they used—farming tools, hunting equipment, cooking utensils. Similarly what they possessed of the land was what they could use of it. They had no private and absolute rights in the land, only rights of use derived from membership in the group—rights that were never exclusive, were commonly shared with others, and were impermanent. There were no permanent private property boundaries: a market in real estate was inconceivable. There was only access to the wealth that the land contained. Since most groups were structured and statuses differed, individuals played different roles in the life of the community and enjoyed different degrees of wealth, but their affluence or eminence bore no relation to the land as such. They engaged with it as they did with the air, the lakes, and the sea—freely, as part of their total environment, physical and spiritual. And like the rest of their environment, the land was familiar to them. Within its wide and vague boundaries the territory they inhabited and controlled was well known, well mapped in their mind’s eye; its terrain features, its dangers, and its strange numinous places—caves, whirlpools, deep springs, huge hollow trees: thresholds of other worlds—were registered in tribal lore and contemporary experience.22

		They knew the land, however spacious, because it lay within their grasp. Villages and tribes in these broad regions were bound together by efficient communication systems. The Powhatans, dominant over almost all of the Virginia plain from the Rappahannock south to North Carolina and west to the Piedmont and its hostile tribes, could move quickly over the entire six thousand square miles of their territory by means of the rivers that flowed eastward into Chesapeake Bay and the complex of footpaths and tributaries leading north and south that linked the rivers into a single network. Similarly, the river system of Pennsylvania and western New York—formed by the Susquehanna, Delaware, and Allegheny rivers and their contributing streams—constituted a transportation system that covered thousands of square miles, from Lakes Ontario and Champlain south to Chesapeake Bay and west to the Allegheny Mountains. Between these rivers, brooks, and creeks, as between the rivers in the Virginia plain, forest pathways formed intricate grids that rendered the whole region familiar: “eastern Pennsylvania and all of New York were linked into one great system of intercourse by canoe and trails through the valleys.” A modern scholar has identified 131 separate Indian paths within the present state of Pennsylvania, a communication system certainly more elaborate and efficient than that of eighteenth-century Scotland and probably than those of the rural areas of most of western Europe.23

		These were east-coast networks, but they were not isolated on the coast. They were linked, by footpaths and rivers that ran through and around the Blue Ridge and Appalachian mountains, to an arterial system in the backcountry and the farther west. The central highway—later called the Great Catawba War Path, or the Iroquois, Cherokee, or Tennessee Path—began at the Allegheny River in western New York and ran south through western Pennsylvania, West Virginia, the Carolinas, Kentucky, and Tennessee. In effect, through its lateral linkages, it extended from Canada to Florida and west into the Mississippi Valley.24 How wide in the end the extent of the coastal Indians’ geographical awareness was, what sense they had of ultimate spatial magnitudes, is difficult to discover. But they were well aware that their hunting parties traveled one hundred miles or more in normal course, that warriors from Iroquoia regularly raided their enemies in North Carolina, who as regularly reciprocated, and that trade goods traveled great distances, by successive relays. Most of the copper ornaments that the Atlantic coastal and southern Indians prized were known to be produced by the Ottawas who lived near the Great Lakes, and conversely most of the marine shell beads treasured by Appalachian tribes and Iroquois peoples in the north and west were products of craftsmen working on the Atlantic beaches, especially those in the Chesapeake Bay area, who sent their goods northward up the Susquehanna River and its tributaries, through intermediaries like the Massawomecks in western Pennsylvania and New York. The Mohawks and Oneidas in upstate New York had access to Atlantic salmon, and it was common practice for the Wabanakis in the maritime provinces of Canada to send war parties on coastal sea voyages to southern Massachusetts and Rhode Island. The sources of Ontario’s most exotic trade goods were particularly far-flung: slaves and marine shells from Florida and the lower Mississippi, copper from Lake Superior, and volcanic glass and pipestone from the Dakotas and Wyoming. Beyond those far-distant rims of common experience lay remote realms, imagined, legendary worlds that blended into the invisible universe of spirits that ruled the Indians’ everyday lives.25
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		Thus their lives were played out in open, spacious landscapes, and their long-distance travel and trade, generous hospitality to friendly strangers, and regular adoption of war captives led to a sense of cosmopolitanism and to genetic intermixing as well.26 Yet these were village people, born into small communities and keenly aware of parochial identities and local cultural differences. Any sense of themselves as “Indians”—that is, as members of a single vast racial group distinct from any other—was inconceivable. The differences among them mattered greatly, however well they were able to tolerate and absorb them, and the differences in some respects were extreme.

		Modern scholars identify two large language groups among the eastern woodlands peoples, Algonquians and Iroquois, the former dominant along the Atlantic coast from the Canadian Maritimes to North Carolina and irregularly but not very deeply inland, the latter prevalent in an irregular inland band stretching south from the eastern Great Lakes and the Mohawk Valley through western Pennsylvania and the Chesapeake Piedmont to central North Carolina and Tennessee. But as living languages the similarities within these two major blocs are largely technical and theoretical. Evolving unselfconsciously over centuries, following the movement and spread of peoples along the river routes and major valley trails, the two stem languages had branched out into separate dialects; eighteen have been identified among the eastern Algonquians, sixteen among the Iroquois.

		The result, as these innovations spread and became stable, was geographical patterns of graduated distinctions such that most sublanguages or dialects were recognizable to their immediate neighbors, especially within separate river drainages, but less and less familiar to those more distant from them. So Munsee, spoken in the upper Delaware and lower Hudson drainages, was similar but not identical to Unami, spoken by people of the lower Delaware region. Similarly the thirty tribes of Powhatan’s empire in Virginia spoke different Algonquian dialects, but most, having developed in close association with each other along adjacent river valleys, found their languages mutually intelligible. Not all, however: geographical proximity did not always in itself create linguistic kinships. The language of the defiant Chickahominies, who lived in the midst of the Powhatans’ territory, and that of the Nansemonds, just to the south, may have differed from that of the regional majority. Even more different to the Powhatans was the language of their bitter enemies in the nearby Piedmont—the Manahoacs and Monacans; their speech was probably Siouan, one of several dialects of a language system extending south through the Atlantic backcountry, but it may have been an Algonquian dialect of such ancient origin and such isolated development as to be foreign to people only a few miles to the east. So too Cherokee, a language spoken by Iroquois people in the inland southeast, was as different from the rest of the surrounding Iroquois languages, experts report, as Romanian is from Spanish or Icelandic from Dutch.27

		Language, in its differentiated forms, reinforced and helped shape boundaries that determined group identities. These were local people; they knew who they were and where they belonged. They lived as family bands and “tribes”—that is, closely interacting, coresidential clusters who shared not only dialects but also distinctive patterns of behavior and sets of deeply meaningful symbols. Their group names reflect, in complex ways, their sense of separate identity. Lenape is a self-definition that means “our men” or “real, common,” or “original people”; Onondaga means “people of the hill”; Powhatan means “town at the falls”; Abenaki means “dawnland people” or “easterners.” Of four autonomous groups that lived along the Delaware River, the northernmost, at the New York–New Jersey border, were Minsi or Minisinks (“people of the stony country”); the next, just to the south, were the Unalimi (“people up the river”); next, the Unami (“people down the river”); and finally, those at the mouth of Delaware Bay, the Unalachtigo (“people near the ocean”). So they were known, by themselves and by others. But tribal nomenclature could work in several dimensions: internal and external identifications could differ. The Mohawks, in their own Iroquoian dialect, called themselves “people of the flint,” but Mohawk itself is a south coastal word that means, in Narragansett, “man-eaters,” in Unami “cannibal monsters.” The Oneidas identified themselves as “people of the erected stone,” but within the Iroquois League they were referred to as “they of the big tree.” The Senecas called themselves “people of the great hill,” but the Oneidas called them “bird people” and the Munsees “red-tailed hawks.”28

		Names, either self-referential or external, set groups apart, but names were only the outer expressions of social and behavioral differences. The Powhatans’ world was hierarchical, centralized, and structured in three tiers: towns grouped into chiefdoms dominated by a paramount chiefdom. While it was not a vertically integrated authority system (Powhatan’s personal authority was neither complete, consistent, nor everywhere compelling, and he, and the lesser rulers, were beholden to the priests), the district chiefs had life-and-death power. A hierarchy of ascribed statuses was elaborately expressed in dress, ritual, and various signs of affluence, and the flourishing horticultural and hunting economy was dominated by a savage tribute system that resulted in an elitist redistribution of resources that was arbitrary with respect to need or productivity. Powhatan, the paramount chief, had created an “empire” by military force, but like other, smaller, less stable, and less well-organized groupings, the peripheries of his domain remained fluid, likely to dissipate in loyalty and merge with alien groups. So Powhatan was frequently at war to keep his power intact, raiding and punishing those who resisted his authority, and annihilating whole tribes when they could not be disciplined.29

		The Powhatans’ world was “one of the most complex societies … then extant in eastern North America.” But other peoples in southern Virginia and northern North Carolina (the Nansemonds and Chowans, for example) had something of the same sociocultural structure, while still others in the same general region (the Tuscaroras, Nottoways, and Meherrins) were essentially egalitarian, their distinctions achieved not ascribed, their decisions arrived at by consensus, and their goods shared or pooled. The Lenapes, who lived just to the north of the Virginia plain, along the lower Delaware River and its tributaries, were pacific people, neither horticulturists nor enterprising hunters but foragers, who lived in small unprotected kinship bands scattered along the river terraces. Their economy was primitive, their social and political order egalitarian, their unplanned villages scarcely more than temporary encampments of family units entirely lacking in central authority. To the north of them—in the more densely populated area of northern New Jersey, the lower Hudson River valley, western Long Island, and southern New England—were more sophisticated people. They lived in well-organized villages, or in dispersed farmsteads surrounded by fields; they cultivated gardens that stretched out into the countryside, and maintained consensual governments, independent of regional coordination or central domination. The Shinnecocks of Long Island were radically egalitarian—at times almost anarchically democratic. Still farther north, in the thinly populated maritime region of northern New England reaching into southeastern Canada and Nova Scotia, were Eastern Abenaki tribes closely identified with the coastal rivers and streams on which they were entirely dependent. They were peaceable, riverine fisher folk, hunters and gatherers; their political organization was as undeveloped as their economy. Subsisting largely on fish supplemented by wild plants and game, they lived in a primitive survivors’ world distinctly different from that of the tribes to the west—the prosperous villagers who lived on the floodplains of the Connecticut River valley, the Mahican fishermen, horticulturists, and hunters in relatively secure palisaded villages built on hilltops along the upper Hudson River valley, and the Western Abenakis in present-day New Hampshire and Vermont. The last, whose settlements centered on the Champlain valley and for whom horticulture was a mere supplement to hunting and gathering, had a civil chief and a war chief, a Great Council of chiefs and elders, and a General Council to decide on questions of war. And still farther to the west—west of the Hudson and Catskill divide—was the contrasting world of the Iroquois.30

		The five tribes in the Mohawk Valley and the Finger Lakes district of western New York who had joined in the late fifteenth century to form the nonaggression coalition known as the Iroquois League—the Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas—were politically the most sophisticated people in the eastern woodlands and militarily the most powerful and the most feared. Fierce warriors perpetually organized for war, whose savage treatment of captives created terror wherever it was known, the Iroquois were the scourge of their neighbors and rivals. The Western Abenakis’ panic fear of the Iroquois tribe closest to them, the Mohawks, has been described as “almost psychotic”; the Hurons might realistically have anticipated that one day the neighboring Iroquois would utterly destroy them.

		The Iroquois League’s ten populous towns and associated hamlets were bustling, well-organized, and well-fortified communities, constructed not at river edges but on hilltops, from which all approaches could be seen. The major towns were surrounded by two or three rings of palisades—solid barriers of upright logs enclosing two to sixteen acres—constructed within outer ranks of ditches and earth mounds and complete with inner galleries and weapons platforms. In each of these spacious, fortified compounds were several dozen longhouses, bark-covered structures with arched roofs, some two hundred feet long and twenty feet high, built in parallel rows. Each such dwelling was divided into family compartments, with raised sleeping platforms and ample storage space, the whole interior heated by fireplaces located at regular intervals. And beyond the town walls and barriers were fields of the staple crops—corn, beans, and squash—cultivated by women and children. English visitors understandably called these compounds “castles.”

		The Iroquois’ political organization was no less highly evolved and far more fully structured than that of the Algonquians to the south and east. The league was not a state or a statelike confederation but a council of fifty sachems whose purpose was to preserve peace among the autonomous tribes through elaborate ceremonies and exchanges of ritual gifts, and to keep the league’s traditions and purposes alive. Similarly elaborate ceremonies were shared with tribes outside the league in order to maintain goodwill, and within the individual villages consensus was sought among kin groups by chiefs guided by councils of senior leaders, women as well as men. Unlike the Powhatan chieftains, the Iroquois village chiefs lacked coercive power; they were chosen for their negotiating skill and oratorical powers as well as for their personal stature and influence. Their political system—essentially a religious, ceremonial process rather than the working of formalized public institutions—was a delicate, ritualistic balancing of sensibilities, a constant search for reciprocity in which conflict and consensus were paradoxically braided. Invidious losses could not be tolerated nor undue advantages sustained.31

		In much of this, the Iroquois were unique. The forms of community life and the practice of politics differed markedly from region to region, from tribe to tribe. So within the Iroquois villages women played a key role, precipitating wars, dominating councils, selecting male leaders, and largely deciding the fate of prisoners. But other communities (the southern New England tribes) were mainly male dominated. Among some people (the Pequots, Mashpees, and other New Englanders) leadership and family life were largely patrilineal; in others (the Mahicans, Susquehannocks, Munsees, and Lenapes), matrilineal; in still others (the Powhatans), leadership descended through both male and female lines. In New England success in leadership depended on charisma and persuasion; in the Powhatans’ chiefdoms sheer power, reinforced by priestly authority, decided people’s fates. In parts of northern New England, men provided the basic staple of life, game; in southern New England, women, working in the fields, produced an estimated 90 percent of all caloric consumption. Priestly—shamanistic—roles were important everywhere, but in some places, like the Virginia plain and the Pequot region of Connecticut, the shamans shared in, if they did not dominate, the ultimate group decisions.32

		This was a diverse world—polylingual, polyethnic, regionally disparate in political and social structure, and economically multiform. Yet below these manifest differences lay the common civilization of people who lived at a distinctive level of culture. North and south, east and west, they were all villagers, most of them horticulturists, who lived in similar multifamily dwellings, acquired and prepared food in similar ways, dressed similarly in clothes of similar material, recognized similar signs of status, practiced the same division of labor, and fought wars in similar ways. Above all, they coped with their environment with similar skill.33
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		They had developed remarkable dexterities, highly refined skills. They fought principally with bows and arrows; these were not crude instruments. Their bows, five or six feet long, were deadly weapons. A typical bow, taken in Massachusetts in 1660, had a “pull” of forty-six pounds—less than that of English longbows but powerful nevertheless. With a maximum range of close to two hundred yards, the arrows, three feet or more in length, could be shot with great accuracy up to at least fifty yards. Their triangular projectile points, flaked from dense rock to razor sharpness, could tear through the hides of bears or moose, let alone human flesh; they penetrated deeply, were difficult to extract, and were likely to produce hemorrhages. An arrow that killed a Frenchman on Cape Cod in 1606 went through him and pinned his dog to his body. The arrows, made by craftsmen knowledgeable of both woods and minerals, could be shot one after another in rapid succession: seven could be released in the time it took a matchlock musketeer, propping his heavy, muzzle-loading weapon on a stand and igniting the powder charge to fire, to shoot once. Ordinary bowmen could hit racing deer and birds in flight “without a standing pause or left eye blinking.” And the weapons they used for close fighting were as effective as any in Europe: hatchets with heads of chipped stone tightly lashed to long hafts, war clubs topped with wooden balls studded with pointed stones, and knives, in effect elongated arrowheads, as lethal as steel daggers or finely pointed stilettos. And they knew about armor. The Mohawks and Munsees used wooden helmets, arrow-proof tunics of closely woven reeds, and wooden or moose-hide shields.

		The craftsmanship in all this weaponry was highly refined, the raw materials subject to what might be called quality control. The favored woods for bows were hickory, ash, and witch hazel; for arrows, elder. The proper felsite or quartz for arrowheads might be brought in lots from distant quarries, to be selected on the basis of reliable knowledge of mineralogy. The bowstrings, made of sinews or twisted strips of deer hide, were strong, and all the joinings—of string to bow, of feathers and projectiles to arrow shafts, of hatchet heads and knife blades to handles—were done with precise windings of fine gut, secured with glue of melted horn.34

		This devotion to patient craftsmanship carried over to all the vital work of life. The first European settlers marveled at the Indians’ skill in boat building. Large dugout canoes, made from trees felled by axes and fire, were fashioned by burning and chipping away the center, the smoldering fire limited by wet clay, until only a substantial shell was left. These narrow, round-bottomed troughs, some as long as fifty feet, could carry ten to twenty people; some were said to hold forty. Though blunt-ended and heavy, they could be paddled with speed, and though they rolled almost like logs, they were commonly used for spear fishing by men who managed to keep them in balance while standing and hurling harpoons. But it was the birchbark canoe, made in the north where paper birch trees were available, that commanded the Europeans’ greatest admiration. They wrote about these remarkable vessels again and again and described how they were made.

		The bark of giant paper birch trees, pried off in sheets under special weather conditions, was wrapped around a frame of white cedar, whose gunwales were spread apart by thwarts fitted into drilled notches. Stakes held the bark sides upright while the sections were sewed and glued together, then folded over the gunwales and joined at the pointed ends. Every joint was tightly bound and glued. Fine adjustments were made for weight and balance, the seams waterproofed with deer fat, and the result was a vessel of extraordinary speed, capacity, and adaptability. Birchbark canoes could bear remarkably heavy loads but were light enough for one man to carry: two could carry a canoe that held ten or twelve men. With three paddlers, it was noted, they could outrace an English longboat with eight oarsmen. They were wonderfully maneuverable, slipping through rapids, swinging around rocks and whirlpools. More fragile than dugouts, easily torn by jagged debris, they were nevertheless durable if handled properly; a well-made canoe could last ten years, and if sunk, it could be repaired and reused even after long submersion.35

		Bark, in the hands of even ordinary craftsmen, was a substance of many uses. Everywhere in the North American woodlands it was used, along with skins and rush matting, for the outer covering of all three of the most common dwellings—the elongated, high-arched longhouses, the small, conical tepees, and the hemispheric wigwams. Light, waterproof, durable sheathing, bark could easily be stripped off the house frames and tied into rolls for reuse when villages were relocated. It could be fashioned into large carry-alls, into buckets, even into cooking pots, with heat provided by hot rocks dropped into soups or stews.36

		Their ingenuity and craft skills were especially refined in their provisions for basic subsistence. They were ingenious fishermen. Their needle-sharp fishhooks made of bone or antler were weighted by rock sinkers notched or drilled for the fastening of lines. Their bone harpoon points, wedged into, but detachable from, long shafts, were tied to ropes to haul in catches of sea bass, bluefish, even seals and whales—not only drift whales but whales active in the offshore waters. They constructed stone and reed weirs to catch fish during spawning runs; trawling nets, some seventy or eighty fathoms long; hemp screens to hook fish by their gills; sieves to catch them descending through rapids; and hand nets to scoop them up as they battled their way upstream against the falls. They fished at night, by torchlight; in winter, through ice holes, with lines and spears.37

		They were no less ingenious as hunters. Individual bowmen and spear throwers were skillful in hiding, lurking, tracking, and killing—and practiced in imitating animal calls and in disguising their human shape and sound and smell. They constructed traps of all kinds—deadfall traps of logs that could crush a bear to death; snares of bent saplings which when sprung could snatch anything up to the size of a deer in its thongs and fling it aloft, alive or dead. And they organized cooperative, mass game hunts: some, in which all the animals in a large area were driven between mile-long fences in the shape of a V, to be killed as they crowded through the narrow apex; others, in which the prey was forced over precipices or into creeks or rivers; still others, in which deer were terrorized into helpless packs by narrowing rings of fire.38

		Food was thus produced—crops grown, fish and game caught, roots, nuts, berries, and fruit gathered—and it could be preserved. They froze meat in pine troughs, ice, and straw, as efficiently as later Americans would do, up to the age of refrigeration. The fish they did not eat they smoked for future use. And food of all kinds was preserved in storage pits, some seven or eight feet deep and five feet in diameter, lined with straw and bark or with stones and baked clay and periodically fumigated by smoke to kill off vermin and reharden the walls. With similar skill, they made wells to draw spring water by driving hollow tree trunks into the ground, tapped maple trees for their sap, and turned pine gum into tar and turpentine.39

		Their ingenuity, their craftsmanship, reached into all areas of everyday life. They turned rough animal skins into soft leather, which, with furs, provided the clothes they needed. They made thread and cord from hemp, sinews, and vegetable fibers; sewing needles from horn; combs, tweezers, hairpins, hand tools, pottery, and baskets. Perhaps their most intricate technical accomplishment lay in turning the shells of the quahog, or hardshell clam, into the beads that came to be known as wampum. Carefully differentiating white from blue or purple shells, color having highly charged symbolic meanings, they perforated rectangular pieces of clamshell lengthwise with extremely thin wooden drills, threaded these blanks on strings of hemp, and then worked them through grindstone grooves to smooth off the edges and form them into short tubes or discs of uniform size. Patience and great manual skill were required to turn out these beads, which, when woven together into belts of various lengths, at five per inch on each strand, were objects of great value, the “diamonds of the country.” The sheer difficulty of producing them limited their number enough for them to serve as currency.40

		Every measure that historians have been able to devise indicates successful adaptation to the environment. These were people skillful in producing what they needed—food, clothing, and shelter. Subsistence could at times be meager, forced tributes by demanding rulers like Powhatan could impoverish productive farmers and hunters, and overemphasis on starch and carbohydrates in some regions could have damaging effects. But most people were well fed: their diets—high in grains, fibers, and protein, lacking in sugar and milk products—were generally nutritious, much better balanced than that of the English, who lacked fruits and vegetables for much of the year. Starvation was not unknown, but it was rare, far less common than in the main population centers of Europe, notorious for filth, disease, crowding, and misery. They knew how to avoid polluted water, poisonous plants, and dangerous insects; in some areas they bathed frequently, and everywhere they found ways to inure themselves against the rigors of the climate—commonly protecting their bodies against cold in winter and insects in summer with thin rubbings of animal fat. And they did not overburden the natural resources available to them; nor did they disbalance their economies by excessive demands. Their mobility allowed them to travel seasonally to the available food sources and thus to take maximum advantage of ecological diversity—diversity that meant for them “abundance, stability, and a regular supply of the things that kept them alive.” Mobility also made it possible for them to avoid exhausting the soil. They preserved resources of all kinds, with important demographic consequences. The Western Abenakis, by limiting hunting to subdivisions of the territory physically available to them, “maintained their populations at about 25 percent of actual carrying capacity” and thus created “a margin of safety against potential hard times; it is unlikely that they would ever face starvation, as might have been the case had their populations been closer to carrying capacity.”41

		Protective of the environment, sensitively attuned to ecological patterns, reasonably well fed, clothed, and sheltered, these were healthy people, by early modern standards, who impressed the first Europeans who met them by their robustness, their enormous physical endurance, their freedom from deformities, and their stature.42 Archaeologists, studying ossuary deposits, present a more complicated picture, but one not inconsistent with overall health. Because of high infant mortality—an estimated 30 percent before the age of five (not much higher than rates in many parts of Europe)—life expectancy at birth was only 21 to 23 years (it has been estimated at 23.5 for Paris in the early eighteenth century), but those who survived to age 15 could expect to live to 35—not much less than their English contemporaries. They were taller than Europeans, though not as much as the first settlers claimed, and they were largely free of rickets and other bone diseases that crippled so much of the European population. In some places, at certain times, some among them suffered from tuberculosis, dysentery, influenza and pneumonia, arthritis, and various kinds of bacterial and parasitical infections. But the spread of these diseases was quite confined; the attacks were relatively benign; herbal remedies were in part effective; and the worst killers that devastated the European population in great waves of epidemics—smallpox, plague, cholera, yellow and scarlet fever, diphtheria, chicken pox, whooping cough—were absent, as were the immunities that might limit their effect.43
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		How can one describe this world? For those who experienced it, it was spiritually hyperactive and crowded; it was integrated, from the cosmos to every animate and inanimate object within it; it was diverse—linguistically, ethnically, politically, and socially; and it was skillful in stone-age technology and competent in managing available resources and ensuring survival. None of this, however, was fixed, immemorial, or static. Explorers from abroad may have thought they had found a timeless world, frozen in an early stage of human development, awaiting its deliverance into modernity. In fact what they had found were societies very much within history—their own history—living on the wing of change, facing new challenges, adjusting, learning, gaining, and losing. It was still largely a traditional world, but a world, in Nancy Lurie’s phrase, “in a process of growth, elaboration, and internal change.”44

		Among the many forces of change that had been building up in the years before the settlement at Jamestown and that were reshaping American domestic history, two were preeminent. Their effects were radiating out into ever larger realms.

		The first, dominating the Virginia plain, was the brutally expansive “empire” of Powhatan. That dominant chiefdom had emerged only in the recent past, sometime between the 1550s and 1580s, and was still in the process of expansion and consolidation when the English arrived in 1607. Inheriting six chiefdoms on the upper James and York rivers, Powhatan had expanded the area of his control by sheer conquest, defeating or intimidating one neighboring group after another, absorbing their warriors into his own band, and turning his enlarged army on other neighbors who resisted his demands for tribute and subjection. There was constant opposition, especially at the southeastern extremities. It was only in 1596 or 1597 that Powhatan succeeded in conquering the powerful Kecoughtans, on the north shore of the James where it meets Chesapeake Bay, a hundred miles from Powhatan’s home village. He killed the Kecoughtans’ chief and most of the warriors, took the survivors captive, and repopulated the territory with loyalists. A decade later, just as the Virginia Company’s first fleet was preparing to sail to its colony, Powhatan was waging his greatest campaign, to destroy the Chesapeakes, on the south shore of the James, just south of the present Norfolk. Hoping to frustrate his priests’ prophecy that his empire would be destroyed by people advancing from the bay, he turned on the Chesapeakes with fury and obliterated the entire community. Still there was no peace. Warlike, ethnically alien people hemmed him in on the west and raided his people repeatedly. The northern and eastern fringes of his territory were only weakly held; the groups there were eager to break away, and they were capable of doing so if given any effective support. And there were pockets of resistance even in the midst of Powhatan’s central domain, the most important of them the Chickahominies, near the present site of Richmond.45

		There was nothing settled, final, consolidated, or secure in Powhatan’s realm on the Virginia coastal plain. It was a fluid world, a world in motion, with small-scale alliances forming and dissolving, skirmishes breaking out unexpectedly, and bloody repression imposed at
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