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INTRODUCTION
Throughout the French and Indian Wars, the Wabanaki Algonquians
of northern N e w England and sub-St. Lawrence Canada were k n o w n as
the "French Indians" because of their alliance with the French against the
English. A full accounting of the sociocultural dynamics that led to
Wabanaki acceptance of French intrusion into their territory and hostility
toward English penetration therein is, of course, far beyond the scope of
this paper. However, analysis of thefirstquarter-century of intensive
contact between Wabanaki and English clearly reveals attitudes and trends
that eventually culminated in long-term open conflict.
In the beginning of the early historic period (starting ca. 1600), the
land of the Wabanaki or Dawnlanders (the territory here called
Wabanakia) stretched from the Gaspe Peninsula south to Cape Ann, and
from Cape Breton Island west to or toward Lake Champlain, but the
earliest meaningful accounts tell only of the immediate coastal areas.
Three ethnic and linguistic blocs are distinguishable, from east to west:
Micmac, Etchemin, and Abnaki-Pennacook (Fig. I).1 Native political
affiliations and military alliances seem to have been somewhat unstable
and opportunistic. Local chiefs, called sagamores, clearly appear to have
been rival one-up men, ever mindful of their o w n personal interests and
reputations.2
The Wabanaki peoples of today are k n o w n as Micmac, Maliseet,
Passamaquoddy, Penobscot, and Abenaki, and they still occupy token
vestiges of their aboriginal homelands (Fig. 2, 3). In the earliest part of
the 17th century, European explorers described what are here called the
1

The difficulties inherent in trying to meaningfully identify who's who, where, and
when are considered for Eastern Algonquians in general by Brasser (1968) and for the
Wabanaki by Morrison (1978), Prins (1986), and Bourque (1989).
2
See Morrison (1976, 1991) for several Wabanaki examples.
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THE WABANAKI OF THE NORTH-ATLANTIC SLOPE CULTURE AREA
(HUNTING-FISHING-GATHERING BASI£< MAIZE HORTICULTURE SUBSIDIARY WHERE PRESENT)
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Figure 1.
Micmac as residing in the Gaspe Peninsula and throughout eastern N e w
Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and all of N o v a Scotia.
The early 17th-century Etchemin, w h o apparently were ancestral to
the modern Maliseet and Passamaquoddy, occupied the land from the St.
John River in N e w Brunswick to the Kennebec River in Maine. They
were divided approximately at Mt. Desert Island (Maine) into Eastern
Etchemin, allied with the Micmac, and Western Etchemin, whose
Penobscot River-based sagamore Bashaba seems to have been at least
nominal head chief of what m a y be called the Abenaki Confederacy —
a polyglot alliance of bands and peoples of southern Maine.
From the Kennebec River in Maine southward into N e w Hampshire
and northeastern Massachusetts dwelt the Abnaki-Pennacook peoples,
whose eventual displacement and regrouping gave rise to the Penobscot
and St. Francis Abenaki — respectively the living majorities of the
Eastern and Western Abenaki of the Smithsonian Handbook (Trigger
1978).
N o easily distinguishable boundary between Abnaki and

Figure 2.
Pennacook bands can n o w be recognized, so for the early 17th century
they are here grouped together. S o m e of these bands, but by no means
all, were allied with Western Etchemin in Bashaba's Abenaki
Confederacy, until its collapse ca. 1615, and were frequently at war with
M i c m a c and Eastern Etchemin.
In the early 1600s, French and English interests in Wabanakia began
in earnest, and the first written descriptions of native culture started
appearing. S o m e of these accounts strongly imply that some Wabanaki
communities — especially Micmac — already had abandoned their
aboriginal socio-economic practices during the Proto-Historic period (the
1500s) to m a k e large-scale accommodations to the random, unofficial
European fur trade of the time, to the extent of becoming ever more
dependent upon it, and ever less able to fend for themselves economically.
This "French Trade", as the early fur trade came to be called,
unquestionably altered m a n y aspects of native social and cultural
activities, before the first ethnographic accounts of Wabanaki peoples
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Figure 3.
were written. Treacherous encounters, seasonal sufferings, widespread
sickness, and death-rate increases did not go unnoticed by the Indians.3
Nevertheless, native desires to maximize the positive opportunities
stemming from European contacts — which possibly were considered as
supernaturally bestowed at first — appear to have outweighed all of the
k n o w n disadvantages. Indeed, some southern M i c m a c (called Tarrentines,
or traders) opportunistically developed their o w n redistribution network
for European trade goods throughout the Gulf of Maine. 4
In m u c h of Wabanakia, the so-called "French Trade" of the 1500s
gave way to what m a y well be termed the "English Trade" of the 1600s.
The English increasingly pursued the lucrative and mutually satisfying
traffic with the Indians, and the Wabanaki appetite for English trade
goods grew accordingly. In the role of trading partners, Englishmen
generally were quite welcome among the Dawnlanders, even (covertly)
3

See Biard (1611:177-9, and 1616:105-7).
4

See Bourque and Whitehead (1985) and Morrison (1975) for details.
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during the times of open conflict in the last quarter of the 17th centur
It was in the very different role of homesteading colonists that
Englishmen became a threat to the Wabanaki, and then only after the
pressure of their numbers had developed radically, in the last half of the
1600s. Yet, from the beginning, English ethnocentrism caused some
severe friction and m a n y misunderstandings.5
TEN ENCOUNTER SUMMARIES
Brief summaries of ten Anglo-Wabanaki encounters n o w follow, in
chronological order from 1605 to 1630. Even the most positive of them
reveal English mistrust or manipulation, either immediately or later.6
Waymouth 's kidnapped guides
In 1605, Captain George W a y m o u t h sailed to the coast of Maine to
reconnoiter the area for a future English colony site. His data-gathering
process included kidnapping five Wabanaki for interrogation back in
England, after which these natives were to be returned to Maine by acting
as guides for English expeditions. This clever English scheme evidently
was a bit too subtle to be clearly understood by the friends and relatives
of the victims, and likely was the basis of Samuel de Champlain's report
that five Indians from the Sagadahoc Estuary area were "killed" under
pretense of friendship by an English vessel's crew.7
Samuel Purchas's 1625 publication of James Rosier's manuscript
account (1605b) of Waymouth's voyage states that two of the five
Wabanaki captives were "brothers" of head chief Bashaba, but whether
they were taken by deliberate English choice or by accident is not told.8
All indications are that, except for the violence of the act of kidnapping,
all five captives were treated honorably, but not so cordially as to turn
them into rampant Anglophiles. The little that is written about those w h o
5

More detailed treatment of the topics of this and the preceding paragraphs appears
in Morrison (1974, 1991).
6
T o keep these ten summaries optimally brief in the text, many important details
and references are relegated to the notes.
7

See both the text and the editor's footnote in each edition of Champlain (1613a:77,
and 1613^:365).
8
Oddly, Rosier's lengthier account (1605a) does not even mention the fraternal
connection with Bashaba which is clearly stated in his briefer work (16056).
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are k n o w n to have returned to Maine indicates that they were not
extravagantly friendly toward Englishmen thereafter, but neither is any of
them k n o w n to have been overtly hostile.9
Popham's Sagadahoc colony
During the summer of 1607, the ill-fated P o p h a m or Sagadahoc
colony expedition arrived on the coast of Maine. It w a s guided by
Skicowaros, one of Waymouth's five captives. H e immediately took the
English leaders to visit their mutual friend Tahanedo, the sagamore of the
Pemaquid Peninsula and a brother of Bashaba, w h o had returned in 1606
from the forced visit to England by guiding another ship. Although this
colony was sponsored by Lord Chief Justice Sir John P o p h a m and other
worthies, and m u c h research (including the kidnappings) had preceded its
arrival, it lasted just over a year.
Based as they were on the Sagadahoc estuary of the Kennebec and
Androscoggin Rivers, the colonists encountered Indians galore, both at
h o m e and when out exploring their n e w surroundings. Incomplete
records leave open to speculation what role if any these natives m a y have
had in ending the colony's tenure. In 1611, local Wabanaki told visiting
Frenchmen that they had driven out the English colony.10 M a n y of the
Sagadahoc colonists were both unsuited to and disheartened by wilderness
life, and a series of untimely natural deaths caused abrupt changes in their
leadership and sponsorship. The resulting lowered morale m a y well have
led to deteriorating relationships with the Indians. The Sagadahoc colony
decamped and returned to England in autumn 1608.

' Waymouth's five captives were, and still are, a source of confusion. Long after
he had interacted directly with them and other captives from other voyages, Sir
Ferdinando Gorges confused the names of some of them in his writings. For example,
when Gorges (1658:8) gave a partial list of Waymouth's captives, he wrongly included
"Tasquantum" (i.e., Squanto, the Patuxet introduced to the Plymouth Pilgrims by the
Wabanaki sagamore Samoset). While scholars might be able to limit the damage of
Gorges's mistake, an author of children's books, Anne Molloy (1956, 1968), keeps on
teaching it with her stories. Indeed, a Waymouthized Squanto is her main character.
10
See Biard (1612:45^17, and 1616, 3:223). The Maine State Historian Henry S.
Burrage (1914:223) comments: "The story is without support of any kind." However,
Thayer (1892:200-4) takes a less opinionated, middle-of-the-road stand, which seems
much more appropriate.
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Paranoid Henry Hudson
In July 1609, the English explorer Henry Hudson put into Penobscot
Bay to make a new foremast after a destructive storm at sea. The local
Western Etchemin visited the ship almost daily during its stay of more
than a week, hoping (not unreasonably) to trade furs. Captain Hudson's
log keeper, Robert Juet, has left us a classic account of paranoid
responses to these friendly native advances. W h e n the vessel finally was
repaired and ready to leave, Juet states that "we manned our Boat &
Scute with twelve men and Muskets, and two stone Pieces or Murderers,
and drave the Salvages from their Houses, and tooke the spoyle of them,
as they would have done of us. Then wee set sayle..." (Juet 1609:348).
This wanton act shows all too clearly the extreme ethnocentrism of the
perpetrators.
Argall raids Acadia
Off Mt. Desert Island, in the summer of 1613, some local Etchemin
visited the ship of Captain Samuel Argall of the Virginia colony. H e had
been sent north on a search-and-destroy expedition against French
"intrusion" into territory claimed by England, which France maintained
as its colony of Acadia. Naively, these natives advised Argall of the new
French mission station of St. Sauveur, on Somes Sound in the island. It
was still under construction, and fell easy prey to the quick English
attack. Since both Bashaba and his eventual political successor Asticou
had been competing to host this French mission, they were not pleased
with the English for destroying it.11 Indeed, all the Wabanaki peoples
eventually felt repercussions from this event, because Argall soon wiped
out other French bases in Acadia, temporarily curtailing French control
over their bumptious Micmac allies. Giddy with trade-goods power and
lack of constraints, the Micmac made fierce war upon Bashaba and his
Abenaki Confederacy, killing the head chief (ca. 1615) and wrecking his
political alliance beyond repair.
Sir Ferdinando Gorges aptly highlights the years immediately
following Bashaba's demise thus:
11

See Biard (1616, 3:71, 267-271, and 1614, 4:85-87). Morrison (1994) adds yet
another dimension, involving another sagamore — Oagimou of St. Croix River.
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...after his [Bashaba's] death the publique businesse running to
confusion for want of an head, the rest of his great Sagamores fell at
variance among themselves, spoiled and destroyed each others people
and provision, and famine took hould of many, which was seconded by
a great and generall plague, which so violently rained for three yeares
together, that in a manner the greater part of that Land was left desert
without any to disturb or appease our [English] free and peaceable
possession thereof, from whence w e may justly conclude, that G O D
made the way to effect his work according to the time he had assigned
for laying the foundation thereof. (Gorges 1658:76-77)

From plague to patent
Diffusing northeastward from C a p e C o d B a y to Penobscot Bay, a
"plague" in 1617-19 literally decimated m a n y of the coastal Indian bands,
causing relocations and regroupings a m o n g the survivors. It m a y have
been only measles, originating from a brief contact with the crew of a
European vessel. Certainly it had little if any effect on Englishmen in the
area —

except ethnocentrically to interpret the natives' loss as English

12

And, back in England, the theory that G o d was clearing the area

gain.

of aborigines just so that Englishmen might settle it became official
government policy. King James I's "Great Patent of N e w England" of
N o v e m b e r 1620 (the lease for the Plymouth Colony) makes this point clear.
Samoset welcomes Plymouth
In December 1620, the newly-arrived Pilgrim Fathers settled at the
deserted Indian village of Patuxet, which the English called Plymouth.
T h e few plague survivors in the area kept watch, but had no meaningful
interaction with the Pilgrims throughout the winter. Suddenly, in M a r c h
1621, a Wabanaki sagamore from the Pemaquid Peninsula area of the
Maine coast, Samoset by name, boldly strode into Plymouth settlement
and welcomed the Pilgrims in broken English. Samoset had learned the
language while pleasure-sailing on English fishing boats in the Gulf of
Maine, and apparently traveled to Plymouth by this means. 13
12

For example, see Gorges (1658:19).
13

Where and how Samoset learned English would be obvious if Neal Salisbury
(1982:266) is correct that Samoset was the same person as the Sassacomoit of
Waymouth's 1605 kidnappings.
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Within a few days, Samoset had introduced the Pilgrims to Squanto,
a survivor of the Patuxet band, w h o not only spoke English but had been
to England and Newfoundland. From Squanto (or Tisquantum), the
Plymouth colonists learned the ways and means of horticultural food
production best suited to their n e w homeland, and through him they m a d e
a treaty with the Pokanoket chief, Massasoit, which fostered peaceful
relations for decades. Samoset returned h o m e to Maine where he
continued to manifest his affability toward Englishmen, which prompted
their later exploitation of his good name.
"Cousin" Christopher Levett
The 1620s saw ever increasing numbers of British subjects on the
coast and rivers of the Gulf of Maine, often in work teams at or from
small shore stations, but here and there as settled operators of small
"plantations." Back in England, the Council for N e w England attempted
to organize both a governmental structure and colonial-commercial
ventures for the area. In 1623, there arrived on the southern Maine coast
an extraordinary Englishman w h o was both a m e m b e r of the N e w
England Council and a private entrepreneur — Christopher Levett. H e
thus combined both theoretical and practical interests, and his detailed
account of his sojourn (Levett 1624) is of particular relevance in
assessing Anglo-Wabanaki relations.
F e w Englishmen ever got on as well with any Native Americans as
Levett did with the Wabanaki. H e was "not a little proud" to be adopted
as cousin by a group of sagamores, including Samoset, soon after his
arrival. At the specific invitation of Cogawesco, the sagamore of Quacke
(which Levett called Yorke and which n o w is the Portland Harbor area
of Casco B a y in Maine), Levett decided to settle his plantation and
trading station there. A n d so, as he put it, "I sailed to Quack or York,
with the king, queen, and prince, b o w and arrows, dog and kettle in m y
boat, his noble attendance rowing by us in their canoes" (Levett 1624:45).
Levett expressed a rather liberal attitude for an Englishman of that
time, in commenting on being invited to settle at Quacke:
I... was glad of this opportunity, that I had obtained the consent of
them, who as I conceive hath a natural right of inheritance, as they are
the sons of Noah, and therefore do think it fit to carry things very fairly
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without compulsion, (if it be possible) for avoiding of treachery.
(Levett 1624:45)

Surely, Levett's sense of morality combines a strong pragmatic theme
with his religio-philosophical beliefs.

While he deplored the "do-in

others before they do-in you" approach which H u d s o n had used in 1609,
it seems to have been as m u c h because it was economically short-sighted
as that it was immoral. T h e implication is clear that Levett saw the
English as God's Official Shopkeepers, ordained to traffic with a
potentially risky clientele, Yet however w e m a y feel about this English
attitude toward themselves, it certainly did guide English behavior.
Levett's statement (quoted below) about native-to-native treachery
cannot be dismissed lightly, because Wabanaki one-upmanship is a
recurring theme, not only in the early French and English accounts, but
also in Wabanaki folklore — where their culture-hero Gluskap is glorified
as a trickster.
They are very bloody-minded and full of treachery amongst themselves;
one will kill another for their wives, and he that hath the most wives is
the bravest fellow; therefore I would wish no man to trust them,
whatever they say or do; but always to keep a strict hand over them,
and yet to use them kindly, and deal uprightly with them; so shall they
please God, keep their reputation amongst them, and be free from
danger. (Levett 1624:53)
W h e n Levett had to return to England on business, his various
sagamore cousins were reluctant to lose him. H e planned to c o m e back
to Quacke in a few months, "at which they seemed to be well pleased,
but wished m e to take heed I proved not chechaske, in that (that is, a
liar)" (Levett 1624:50). But fate m a d e Christopher Levett a liar against
his will. Try as he might, months turned into years, and there is no
indication that he ever did succeed in getting back to his waiting cousins,
because of a tangle of legal, political, and economic complications all too
typical of English colonial affairs at that time.
Samoset's "land-deed"?
A nagging distrust of government policies under the first Stuart kings
stimulated English settlers in N e w England to desire clear titles to their
n e w lands. Whether or not the English colonists k n e w that the natives
did not share their concepts of private property in land, they sought
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Indian land deeds anyway. And, whether or not the English realized that
sagamores could not as individuals alienate the collective land holdings
of the band or tribe, they sought out sagamores to sign the deeds anyway.
At first, when sagamores signed land deeds to Englishmen, they
undoubtedly had in mind only that they were permitting sharing of
usufruct alone, and not denying themselves and their people any further
rights to the land. Certainly during m u c h of the early 17th century this
must have been the prevailing native belief.14
The Plymouth Pilgrims' affable visitor, Samoset, and another
sagamore, Unongoit, have long been credited with jointly signing the first
k n o w n land deed in Maine, in 1625, for "fifty skins" paid to them by
settler John Brown. T h e territory consisted of two complete m o d e m
townships and parts of two others, in the Pemaquid Peninsula area.15
However, more recent research considers that this supposed 1625 deed
was actually a century-later forgery, feigning antiquity to aid in a land
squabble between Englishmen.16 Yet even if n o w debunked, "Samoset's
deed" demonstrates a true English trend that, early on, led to everincreasing misunderstanding over land rights in Wabanakia: the
ethnohistorian Francis Jennings (1975:128-145) calls it "the Deed Game."
In this case, the forgery abuses the legendary goodwill of Samoset, thus
adding insult to injury.
Plymouth's profitable trading
A m o n g Englishmen pushing into Wabanakia were fur traders from
the Plymouth Colony, which established trading posts (called "truck
houses") on the Kennebec and Penobscot rivers in the late 1620s.
Although the French soon drove out the Penobscot station, the Kennebec
post eventually proved so profitable that the Pilgrims were able to pay off
their heavy colonization debts. Apparently, if given a choice, m a n y
Wabanaki chose regular trade with the English instead of the French, and
most Wabanaki liked at least occasional trade with the English.
14

Land issues and land deeds are discussed at length in Morrison (1992).
15

The deed is quoted in full, and the particulars of local history and geography are
given, in Burrage (1914:176-9).
16
See Baker's (1989) excellent summary of Anglo-Indian deeds in early Maine for
details on this and many other relevant matters.
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Segipt visits England
W h e n control of M i c m a c country, which had been the heart of
France's Acadia, passed from French into British hands by military means
in 1627, the attempt to m a k e the earlier British claim to this territory real
took on theatrical overtones. S o m e Wabanaki sagamores were cast in the
roles of British stooges. Segipt, the M i c m a c sagamore of the Port Royal
area, was chosen by other chiefs to represent them all in acknowledging
King Charles I as their sovereign.
"King" Segipt and his family were taken to England in 1629-30,
apparently for display as curiosities at court, in order to advertise Sir
William Alexander's n e w Scottish colony of N o v a Scotia, baronetcies in
which were being sold like shares of stock. Segipt's "royal party"
returned safely, but the tme purpose of the visit — to induce British
colonization, and thus displace the M i c m a c — hardly could have been
understood by him. In any event, Acadia was soon returned to France, by
the 1632 Treaty of St. Germain-en-Laye, and Sir William's venture failed.17
Thus the first quarter-century of intensive Anglo-Wabanaki relations
ended as it had begun — by taking to England certain Wabanaki pawns
deemed useful in promoting British colonization schemes. Kidnapping
had given over to stage-managing as the means, but the end was the same
in both cases: ethnocentric exploitation. That neither the 1605 nor the
1630 project was successful in the long run seems only poetic justice.
CONCLUSION AND ANALYSIS
This paper has considered ten interaction situations between
Wabanaki and English during their first 25 years of intensive contact.
Each situation contributes a piece to the big picture, which collectively
shows:first,Wabanaki desire to trade with the English as the early and
constant positive theme; second, extreme English ethnocentrism as the
equally early and constant negative theme; and third, English pressure for
land as the developing and eventually insufferable theme, which, w h e n
combined with the second theme (ethnocentrism), finally led to long-term
Wabanaki warfare against the English (from 1675 to 1759).
17

Segipt's story is told succinctly in Whitehead (1991:42) and, along with a
summary of early European flip-flops in Acadia/Nova Scotia, in MacBeath (196624-26)
;
and Harvey (1966).
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In this period of 1605-30, the British government played a very
secondary role to that of authorized individuals in dealings with the
Wabanaki. Yet these individuals seem to have had the same haughty
attitude toward non-Englishmen as did the government itself. William
Christie M a c L e o d (1928:152-171) and others have aptly detailed h o w
British government policy toward N e w World natives was of a piece with
that toward such nearby Old World aborigines as the Highland Scots and
the rural Irish. "Inferior" peoples with desirable lands needed by an
expanding "civilized" British population were simply expected to vacate
them, because of what might well be termed ethnocentric eminent domain.
In Leviathan, T h o m a s Hobbes (1965 [1651], part I, chapter 13) seems
to have epitomized this 17th-century English belief in their o w n
unquestionable worthiness and superiority over less complex cultures, in
his classic put-down statement that "the life of [primitive] m a n , [is]
solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." B y this frame of reference, it
really is no wonder that the Wabanaki received short shrift from the
English.
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