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Introduction 

Both ethnohistorical anthropologists and archaeological anthropologists look 

to the theoretical models and generalizations of sociocultural anthropology 

to piece-out and patch-up inadequacies in their descriptive documents or ar

tifact sites, respectively. Occasionally, conclusions simply cannot be made 

that are any better than subjective theoretical value judgments. But then 

there is always hope that a new document or a new site will come to light 

that can help to answer a particular question more definitively. Such is the 

situation in "The Case of the Slandered(?) Sagamore." 
M y own ethnohistorical research of the past two decades has given 

m e about as unhurried a look as has yet been cast by anyone at the so

ciopolitical leaders (called sagamores) among the 17th-century Wabanaki 
Algonquian peoples — the Dawnlanders of sub-St. Lawrence Canada and 
northern N e w England, more specifically herein called Micmac, Etchemin, 
and Abnaki-Pennacook (see accompanying m a p [Figure 3] and diagram 

[Figure 2]). With the use of an eclectic theoretical model (see Morrison 
1976), one can arrive at a fairly meaningful conception of what the early Eu

ropean observers were trying to say about the status and role of Wabanaki 
sagamores, both in theory and in practice during the 1600s. Certainly 

the recorded actions of some of the principal characters in the Wabanaki 
encounters with intruding French and English seem to be about as under

standable as one could desire (see Morrison 1991). However, there is one 

notable exception to all this: a man of "ethnomystery," sagamore Ouagi
mou of the St. Croix River (which now divides Maine and N e w Brunswick 

at the coast). His true nature and behaviour can only be conjectured af
ter weighing the negative things said about him, against the potentially 
positive necessary prerequisites for his status and role as a sagamore. The 

question is, can enough theoretical and circumstantial evidence be mus
tered to merit a Scots verdict of "guilt not proven" for Ouagimou? 
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Figure 1: French Bay /Bay of Fundy, in Acadia. 
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Fieldwork in the Library 

To date and/or to my knowledge, there are only three "informants" to tell 

the ethnohistorical anthropologist anything at all about Ouagimou. In or

der of knowing him, they were three Frenchmen: Geographer-Royal Samuel 

de Champlain, 1604-1607; adventurer/lawyer Marc Lescarbot, 1606-1607; 
and Jesuit missionary Pierre Biard, 1611-1613. However, the latter may 

only have known of Ouagimou, because he does not mention him by name. 

Perhaps Biard was too ashamed of slandering Ouagimou to name him out

right, but we can only suggest this, not prove it. Certainly it appears that 

it was either Biard or Ouagimou who aided the English search-and-destroy 
expedition that wiped out the French colony of Acadia in 1613, and thereby 
started that intermittent European conflict for control of North America 

which lasted until 1763. Although all three Frenchmen wrote extensive ac
counts of their visits to Wabanakia, they said very little about Ouagimou — 
but just enough to raise interesting questions. 

Champlain's brief mention of Ouagimou appears in his 1613 edition of 
The Voyages of the Sieur de Champlain, and his defense of Biard is in the 

1632 edition of The Voyages. Lescarbot mentions Ouagimou in the 1609 

and 1618 editions of his The History of New France, and in his epic poem 
"The Defeat of the Armouchiquois Savages" (an addendum to the 1618 

History). Lescarbot's denouncement of Biard as a traitor to France and 
his somewhat indirect defense of Ouagimou are in the 1618 edition of The 
History. Biard himself neatly pins the blame for the sudden eclipse of the 

French Acadian colony squarely on the unnamed sagamore of the St. Croix 
River, in his "[Jesuit] Relation of 1616." These few 17th-century accounts 

constitute the entirety of m y "field notes." W h e n analyzed with a 20th-

century model of Wabanaki sagamores' status and role, and of Wabanaki 

personality, some of the things said about Ouagimou are rather hard to 

believe, relative to other statements and to other sagamores. 

The Theoretical Models 

The status and role of 17th-century Wabanaki sagamores are analyzed at 

length, elsewhere, by Morrison (1976), while Bernard G. Hoffman (1955:pas-

sim) has considered Micmac personality in detail, for the same period, in 

parts of his lengthy general Historical Ethnography of the Micmac. A very 

brief statement of some of the most salient aspects of both topics follows. 

These will serve as the abbreviated theoretical models against which the 

accounts of sagamore Ouagimou can be viewed here, but the references just 
cited should be looked to for the greater detail that these complex topics 

involve. 
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Sagamoreship 

A Wabanaki sagamore usually inherited his position through his elite lin

eage. He then needed to earn public recognition for manifesting superior 

personal ability: in leading men by his example; in inspiring confidence in 

his wisdom and physical prowess; in proving his concern for and generosity 

toward others; in attaining success in hunting, diplomacy, warfare, and es

pecially supernatural affairs (which could influence most other things). The 

greatest Wabanaki sagamores were themselves also shamans and ginaps 

(supernaturally-endowed war leaders). Less eminent sagamores merely 

controlled the services of these specialists. Any sagamore needed all of 
the supportive props that he could accumulate to enhance his image and 

influence, because he had no sovereign political or economic authority in 

the usual sense of the term. 
A relatively fluid and voluntary association of men delegated to a sag

amore w h o m they respected the responsibility-not the authority — for their 

welfare. Only in warfare was authority an expected feature of leadership. 

Every sagamore seems to have had a Council of Elders to advise him. 

Even though he acted as economic redistribution agent for his constituency 
(usually a kinship-structured village band, sometimes a plurality thereof) 

a sagamore could amass no greater accumulation of tangible riches than 

his people thought fitting. General respect and well-earned deference to 
his opinions were his true worldly treasures. However, if public deference 
extended beyond appropriate foci, and/or if the elders' advisory inputs de

creased, a particularly strong sagamore easily could become haughty and 
authoritative. Theory and practice could diverge, and sometimes did. 

Personality 

Micmac personality — representative of the Wabanaki in general — tended 
to be patterned around a paradox of emotional restraint or inhibition on 

the one hand, and violent release of emotions in certain institutionalized 
ways on the other hand. Bernard Hoffman cites the following themes: 

... the inhibition of overt aggression; constrained interpersonal relations; vi

olent release of aggressive tendencies under alcoholic influence; a philosophy 
of Stoicism; the presence of suicide; and a torture complex associated with 

warfare and participated in especially by the women. ... Micmac personal

ity structure seems to have been capable of supporting affective emotional 

relationships within the family system, of permitting emotional display in 

certain public situations, and of allowing the individual to participate in an 

elaborate political structure in which authority was sometimes highly con
centrated (e.g., in case of war). (Hoffman 1955:34-35) 
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Micmac young men were strivers for prestige and public recognition, 
some to the point of despair if they felt insulted, or to suicide if they 

became frustrated in their attempts. But while reputation-gaining, face-

saving, and honor-maintenance were major themes, they were juxtaposed 
against the cultural expectation that one should strip himself of all his 

wealth and seek only the affections of his people, remaining unpretentious 
and humble throughout (Hoffman 1955:272-277). 

Sagamore Ouagimou 

Ouagimou was an Eastern Etchemin sagamore, residing on what the French, 

in 1604, called the River of the Etchemins. It was there, and then, that the 
Sieur de Monts established his first colonial station for his royal monopoly 

of fur-trading. The French settlement was called He Sainte Croix; this is 
now Dochet Island, Maine, at the mouth of the St. Croix River, in the 

interior of Passamaquoddy Bay. Of our three informants, Champlain was 

the only one to participate in the deadly winter of 1604-05 at He St. Croix, 
yet he does not mention Ouagimou at all until two years later, elsewhere, 

and in the esoteric context of a dispute between native alliances which led 

to intertribal warfare. The French were interested in this war only intellec

tually, not as belligerents, although they did supply the Micmac Alliance 

with firearms — an apparent historical first in the northeast. 
By summer 1605, the French had moved their headquarters in Acadia 

away from He St. Croix to the more sheltered Port Royal (in western Nova 
Scotia and Micmac territory). Here they were made most welcome by lo
cal Micmac sagamore Membertou, who was the father-in-law and avenger 

of the murdered Panonias, whose body was brought home to his relatives 
by their friend and ally Ouagimou, in the account which follows.1 Cham

plain, who had returned to Port Royal on 14 November 1606 from his third 

exploration voyage along the New England coast, wrote as follows: 

xThe complicated Panonias story and its military aftermath become far less 
opaque if viewed in the context of the Gulf of Maine trade-network admirably 
described by Bourque and Whitehead (1985). It is clarified further by the rele
vant quotations and editorial comments in Whitehead (1991:23-31). Clearly, the 
trading of European goods from have to have-not native peoples was not purely 
economic activity. Prices of goods included sociopolitical deference-paying. The 
Micmacs ("Tarrentines") and their Eastern Etchemin allies demanded far higher 
respect (for having direct French connections) than their Western Etchemin and 
Abnaki-Pennacook ("Almouchiquois") distant-neighbors were willing to pay reg
ularly. Insults easily led to hurt pride, fights, kidnappings, murders, and raids of 
revenge —such as the Micmac sack of Saco in summer 1607 by Membertou and 
his alliance. (See Morrison 1975 and Goetz 1975 for details of that raid.) 
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Some time after our arrival, we caught sight of a shallop in which were some 
Indians, who informed us that at the place whence they came, which was 
Norumbega [i.e., the Penobscot River in Maine], an Indian [Panonias], who 
was one of our friends, had been killed out of vengeance because another 
Indian, Iouaniscou, and his people had killed some Indians from Norumbega 
and Kennebec. ... 

The Indian in command of the boat was called [Eastern Etchemin sag
amore] Ouagimou, who was on familiar terms with [Western Etchemin sag
amore] Bessabes, chief of Norumbega river, from whom he asked the body 
of Panonias who had been killed. Bessabes granted him this, begging him 
to say to his friends that he was very sorry for Panonias' death, assuring 
Ouagimou that it was without his knowledge that Panonias had been killed, 
and that, since it was not his fault, he begged him to say to them that he 
hoped they would remain friends as heretofore. This Ouagimou promised to 
do on his return home. He told us he was much worried until he got away 
from them, however much friendliness they showed him; for they were liable 
to change, and he feared lest they would treat him as they had him who was 
slain. Accordingly he did not tarry long after his dismissal. He brought the 
body in his shallop from Norumbega to our settlement, a distance of fifty 
leagues. (Champlain 1971 (l):442-443; emphasis added) 

In the light of our models of Wabanaki sagamoreship and person

ality, Champlain's account is understandable as regards the description 

of Bashaba's diplomatic disclaimer and apology. However, Champlain is 

unexplainably surprising in his clear statement that Ouagimou (or any 

Wabanaki sagamore) would admit such feelings of apparent xenophobia to 
anyone, especially a European. W a s Champlain merely exaggerating in this 

strangely gossipy account — atypical of his other statements about individ

ual Wabanaki? Or was Ouagimou unexpectedly peculiar in his emotional 

candor? Or were Bashaba and his Abenaki Confederacy so very dangerous 
as to merit such trepidations? (Indeed, Champlain may be saying more 
here about Bashaba than about Ouagimou.) 

The next we hear of Ouagimou is from Lescarbot (See Goetz 1975; 

Morrison 1975), who was so fascinated by the Micmac Alliance's avenging 
raid that he wrote an epic poem about it: "The Defeat of the Armouch-
iquois Savages by Chief Membertou and His Savage Allies, ... July, 1607." 

According to Lescarbot (Goetz 1975:163,175), "Oagimont" was one of "the 
brave Captains" in the battle, as was also one "Oagimech'," whose name 

implies close kinship to our man. Our "Oagimont" stationed himself in 
a dangerous position in battle and "was gravely wounded by an arrow." 
Seemingly we have no faint-hearted individual here, but in an account of 
events of a year later we are set to wondering again. 



T H E CASE O F T H E S L A N D E R E D (?) S A G A M O R E 339 

In 1608, the French attempted to reconcile the hostile factions — Basha-

ba's Abenaki Confederacy (Alliance 1A on Figure 2) and Membertou's Mic
mac Alliance (Alliance IB on Figure 2). In his 1609 edition of The History, 

Lescarbot (1968 (2):368n-369n; emphasis added) states that [Bashaba's] 
recently-defeated side requested to treat with an [Eastern] Etchemin am

bassador, so "Oagimont, chief of the river St. Croix, was delegated for 

this, but was very unwilling to trust himself, though he went on the assur

ance of the French." Here Lescarbot clearly returns us to the possibility 
that Ouagimou was indeed xenophobic and/or just plain timid — a gross 

violation of our model-based expectations of a Wabanaki sagamore's role 

behaviour. Equally possible is that sad experience with, or bad reputation 

of, Bashaba's Confederacy truly merited Ouagimou's most cautious con

cern. Lescarbot, like Champlain (above), may be saying more here about 
Bashaba than about Ouagimou. 

Three miscellaneous items imply that Ouagimou 1) was not afraid of 
the French, 2) liked the French, and 3) was liked by the French. First: 
Lescarbot in some detail reports that 

... Oagimont has a very comely daughter of about eleven years of age, whom 
M. de Poutrincourt desired to take with him, and asked for her several times 
in order to present her to the Queen, promising him that he should never 
lack corn or aught else; but the chief has never been willing to accede thereto. 
(Lescarbot 1968 (2):360) 

Second: In July 1610, Poutrincourt's vessel was blown far out to sea while 

on a short coasting run with little if any food aboard. Days later it made 

landfall again, near He St. Croix, where Ouagimou gave the hungry crew his 
own supply of French sea-biscuits. Third: In the New Brunswick Museum 

at St. John, there is a relief carving of an Indian head on a slab of red 
granite, found in 1863 near Lake Utopia, New Brunswick, and called the 

Utopia Medallion. It is believed by some to be a crude portrait of Ouagimou 
carved by one of de Monts' craftsmen at He St. Croix in 1604-05.2 

Before considering Ouagimou's alleged interaction with the English, it 

is necessary first to summarize some important French intramural affairs. 
De Monts, the original royal monopolist in Acadia, had granted the Port 

Royal area to his friend Poutrincourt. Financial problems forced Poutrin

court to accept as business partners a Jesuit missionary team financed by 

a pious noblewoman, M m e . de Guercheville. The Jesuits arrived at Port 

Royal and soon were at odds with Poutrincourt and (especially) his son 

Biencourt. Eventually this strife escalated to such severity that M m e . de 

2The late William F. Ganong (1921), a knowledgeable New Brunswick scholar, 
presents a case for the stone medallion being more likely an effigy of one of the 
French leaders than thai of Ouagimou. 
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Guercheville financed a totally separate mission station, and Father Biard 

and the rest of the Jesuit team went to Mt. Desert Island (Maine) to build 

it there. Thus there came to be three separate, official, French settle

ments in Acadia (see maps in Figures 1 and 3): the original station on 

He St. Croix (started 1604), the secular headquarters and major settle

ment at Port Royal (started 1605), and the Jesuit mission station called 

St. Sauveur, which was about two months old in the summer of 1613 when 

an English force under Captain Samuel Argall found it, captured it, and 

destroyed it. Both England and France claimed the area, and considered 

each other's occupation of it as hostile invasion. Captain Argall took Je

suit Biard prisoner, first to Virginia, then back to Acadia. What happened 

then is now our major concern. 
English travelog editor Samuel Purchas, in a news-like article enti

tled "Briefe Intelligence from Virginia" (but apparently not published un

til 1625), wastes no words in condemning the Jesuit for what happened 

next. If we knew that Purchas's account was based upon Captain Ar-

gall's now-apparently-lost log or other first-hand knowledge, our concern 

with Ouagimou probably would be ended; unfortunately, however, we do 
not know this, and the plot thickens accordingly. Purchas states only as 

follows. 

Thereafter Father Biard, ... comming backe from Virginia with Sir Samuel 

Argall, out of the indigestable malice that he had conceived against Bien-

court, did informe him where he had planted himselfe, offering (as he did) 

to conduct him thither. (Purchas 1965 19:214-215) 

Understandably, Biard himself, in his 1616 "Relation," tells a very dif
ferent story. He states that Argall first returned to St. Sauveur and further 

devastated it. Biard then hides behind his own style of reporting in the 
third person. He namelessly blames sagamore Ouagimou — thus clearing 

himself—for the total success of Argall's search-and-destroy expedition 
against the property and hopes of the secular Frenchmen who had feuded 
with the Jesuit missionary team. Biard states: 

From saint Sauveur they sailed for Ste. Croix, sieur de Monts's old settle

ment; and, as they knew that Father Biard had been there, Argal wished 

him to conduct them thither; but the Father would not consent to do so. 

This caused him to be in complete disgrace with Argal, and in great dan
ger of his life. Notwithstanding this, Argal wandered about, up and down, 

and, by dint of searching all places thoroughly and comparing them with the 

maps which he had taken from us, he at last found the place himself. He 
took away a good pile of salt, which he found there, burned the settlement, 

and destroyed all traces of the name and claims of France, as he had been 
commanded to do. ... 
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Captain Argal, having destroyed sainte Croix, did not know in what 
direction to sail to reach Port Royal, according to his commission, and hesi
tated all the more as he was afraid of being stranded upon such a dangerous 
coast without a guide who was very familiar with the locality; and, judg
ing from the recent example of Father Biard, he did not dare expect that 
any Frenchman would consent to guide him, or give him sincere advice in 
the matter. For this reason, he began to look for a Savage, and by dint 
of much running about, lying in ambush, inquiring, and skillful maneuver
ing, he caught the Sagamore, a very experienced man, and well acquainted 
with the country; under his guidance, he reached Port Royal. Now there 
was certainly bad luck for the French. ... (Biard 1896 (4):37-39; emphases 
added) 

Champlain (1971 (4):21-22) believed Biard's alibi, perhaps out of re

ligious respect for the priest, but certainly and more especially because 

Champlain openly disliked Lescarbot, who strongly disbelieved Biard. 
Lescarbot was nominally a Catholic, but in practice seems somewhat of 

a free-thinker. Certainly Lescarbot and his close friends Poutrincourt 

and Biencourt were all three anti-Jesuit. Poutrincourt was a friend of de 
Monts, who was an outright Huguenot, and who gained the Acadian royal 

monopoly through his friendship with the once-Protestant king, Henri IV. 

Poutrincourt attempted (apparently abortively) to sue Biard for directing 
Argall to Port Royal, so strong was his belief that the Holy Father had 

taken unholy revenge against him and his son. But what of Ouagimou? 
Lescarbot, after quoting a detailed letter denouncing Biard, written to 

Lescarbot by Poutrincourt, comes (namelessly) to Ouagimou's defense, on 
theoretical grounds, using his own model of expectations of a Wabanaki 
sagamore: 

Biard ... does not tell who this chief was who was captured, nor where he 
was put on land, and to me it seems impossible to have captured a savage 
by force, since he can easily keep away from us in the woods on foot and at 
sea in his bark canoe. 

To this I add, and here Father Biard agrees with me, that the savages 
have no love for the English, because of the outrages that they have done 
them, in such sort that these savages some years ago killed one of their 
captains.3 In accordance with this there is no likelihood that a savage chief 
would have consented to do them this good office, but would rather have 
allowed himself to be cut in pieces. (Lescarbot 1968 (3):68) 

What Wabanaki killing of an English captain Lescarbot had in mind here is 
difficult to say, but early Anglo-Wabanaki relations often were negative indeed. 
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The Verdict 

Neither Champlain nor Lescarbot appear to have had any ulterior motive in 

describing Ouagimou's candid admissions of concern about his diplomacy 

dealings with Bashaba's Abenaki Confederacy, in 1606 and 1608 respec

tively. However, Biard's indictment of Ouagimou for directing the English 

attack on Port Royal is blatantly self-serving. The two cases of Ouagimou's 

xenophobia toward Bashaba's confederacy, if not truly merited, simply do 

not conform to the theoretical expectations, either of Wabanaki sagamores' 
behavior or of Wabanaki personality. The charge of Ouagimou's succumb

ing to English pressure and becoming a Judas to his French friends makes 
little sense by itself, and becomes a logical possibility only if the two "timid 
diplomat" cases are unmerited. 

In theory, following our models (and Lescarbot's), Ouagimou's alleged 

guilt in aiding Argall seems quite unlikely, and Biard needs a far better 
alibi to clear himself thoroughly. However, if Champlain's and Lescarbot's 

earlier accounts of Ouagimou's apparent trepidations in foreign affairs can

not be explained away, then Ouagimou's record in practice is suspect, and 
the credibility potential of Biard's alibi rises accordingly. If we are indeed 

dealing with a xenophobic sagamore in native hostilities contexts, we well 

may be doing so again in the case of the English hostility context. And if 

theoretical models of behaviour are to be our guides, what but honorable 
conduct should we expect from a priest? The theoretical rules say that 

neither sagamore nor priest should do what in practice it clearly appears 

that one of them — or perhaps even both of them together — actually did. 
The only truly objective verdict can be "guilt not proven" for either 

Ouagimou or Biard, in any way — although we are all entitled to our 

own suspicions in this unsolved case of ethnomystery. M y own carefully 
considered "theoretical value judgment" (or subjective verdict) is as fol

lows. Ouagimou, a "brave Captain" when militarily combatting Bashaba's 

Abenaki Confederacy, imparted to Champlain and Lescarbot not his ex

treme anxiety over being a diplomat, but his strong prejudice about the 

diplomatic faithlessness of Bashaba's native alliance. This impugns the 
name of Bashaba's Abenaki Confederacy, but demonstrates the partisan 

determination of Ouagimou, thus enhancing the latter's image rather than 
detracting from it. In intertribal relations, those defined as potential en

emies theoretically owed no honorable dealings to each other, although in 

practice they often did treat each other with respect. As for the Port Royal 

attack, if Ouagimou was involved at all it seems likely that he was invited 
along as an unsuspecting alibi by Biard. While it seems impossible to 

think of Biard as totally innocent of aiding the English, he may be viewed 
less harshly as a victim of circumstances than as a vindictive spoilsport — 

although the choice is wide open. 
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In conclusion, Ouagimou can be seen, overall, not as a deviant, but 

as a rather good example of a "model" Wabanaki sagamore of the early 

1600s. That is how I choose to think of him, anyway. As for Father Biard, 

my judgment is that modern scholars should weigh his accounts — all of 

them — very cautiously indeed. They may prove to be more self-serving 

than factual, about more subjects than we now suspect. Indeed, "The 

Case of the Perjured(?) Priest" just might be next on the docket. 

APPENDIX 

This paper is dedicated fondly and respectfully to the memory of a veritable 

culture-hero: Gordon Day, one of the founders of the Algonquian Conferences 

and titan of Wabanaki studies. Gordon's generous help to so many of us is so 

legendary that it needs no further comment here. He blessed m e personally as 

both long-term mentor and outside reader on m y dissertation committee. The 

very thought of his presence among us, to consult whenever needed, was a great 

comfort to me. The thought of his absence, now, is equally disturbing. Indeed, 
we ourselves will have to grow, to try to fill the gap which Gordon leaves. The 

greatest sagamores led by example, and so did Gordon, m y scholarly sagamore. 

Gordon liked m y Ouagimou paper in its first draft enough to recommend 

its submission to the journal Ethnohistory, where it was accepted in November 

1976 for publication after revision. However, I did not wish to follow-up on that 

acceptance until attaining clarification of points of disagreement with Dean Snow 

(1976), about who lived where and when in 17th-century Wabanakia. Although 

I tried to address the points of disagreement directly, at Algonquian Conferences 

(see Morrison 1978, 1980), no one else did so until 1987, when, at the 19th Algon

quian Conference in Washington, Bruce Bourque presented his definitive analysis 

of "Ethnicity on the Maritime Peninsula," which eventually was published in Eth

nohistory two years later (Bourque 1989). N o w feeling vindicated, at last, I offer 
m y revised Ouagimou paper here, to express m y gratitude for the twin privileges 

of having known Gordon Day and having benefitted from a quarter-century of 

the Algonquian Conferences he founded. 

I have made oral presentations of the Ouagimou case twice before this 25th 

Algonquian Conference: first, to a small general session at the Northeastern An

thropological Society meeting at Middletown (Connecticut), March 1976; second, 

at the First Laurier Conference on Ethnohistory and Ethnology in Waterloo (On

tario), October-November 1980—where I received helpful comments from Bruce 

Trigger, among others. With each subsequent presentation I have tightened the 
case, and feel increasing confidence in m y (subjective) verdict. 
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