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By the seventeenth century Vermont was 
part of a Native American world thrown 

into chaos by devastating new forces . 
. . . Indian communities by the score 

disintegrated under the impact of war 
and disease. But in Vermont many sur

vived in modified form, by adapting 
traditional patterns of movement. 

Green Mountain Diaspora: 
Indian Population Movements 

m Vermont, c. 1600-1800 

By COLIN G . CALLOWAY 

Mobility was integral to Indian life in Vermont long before Europeans 
arrived. The aboriginal inhabitants of the Green Mountain region regularly 
shifted location for seasonal, social, and subsistence purposes. However, 
European invasion unleashed forces that drastically increased Indian 
movement. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries lethal epidemics, 
escalating intertribal and interracial warfare, competition for European 
trade goods , and growing pressures upon diminishing resources made 
migration a necessity for many bands. Indians responded to these new 
pressures in a variety of ways. Refugees from once autonomous com
munities dispersed and regrouped in safer locations to create new social 
orders. Indians from other areas sought asylum in Vermont, while many 
of the native inhabitants fled to Canada or withdrew to locations in 
northern Vermont and New Hampshire. Most, however, clung tenaciously 
to their traditional lands and ways of life in the face of mounting pressures 
to abandon them. Some simply "went underground" in their ancient 
homelands; others returned seasonally to occupy lands they had left but 
not abandoned. This paper presents a broad view of the main currents 
of this complex population movement in Vermont, emphasizes that In
dian peoples did not simply wander but undertook particular movements 
for specific purposes, and concludes that the enduring Indian presence 
in Vermont was considerably greater than is generally acknowledged . 

This article was made possible by the award of the Vermont Historical Society Research 
Fellowship fo r 1984. The author is also indebted to John Moody of Sharon , Vermont, for 
hi s help throughout the project and for his careful reading o f the manuscript. 
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The majority of Vermont's Indian inhabitants were Abenakis. The 
Sokokis and Cowasucks of the upper and middle Connecticut River, the 
Missisquoi and others on the edges of Lake Champlain, and the neighbor
ing Pennacooks and Winnipesaukees of the upper Merrimack were all 
"western Abenaki." Non-Abenaki peoples who traversed Vermont's 
borders included the Mahican of the Hudson Valley, the Mohawk of New 
York, members of the so-called "Pocumtuck confederacy" to the south, 
and Algonquian refugees from interracial conflicts in southern and eastern 
New England. 1 The fluidity of Indian social organization, factionalism 
and fragmentation meant that "tribes" were episodic units, and, as will 
be seen, Indian communities in Vermont, as elsewhere, were frequently 
intertribal in character. 2 

Indian villages were primarily extended family groupings whose ties 
to the land were governed by the rhythm of the seasons. Bands dispersed 
in times of scarcity and regrouped in times of plenty. Indian mobility 
represented a sophisticated response to climate, geography, natural 
resources, and seasonal change, and helped to maintain a fragile sym
biosis with the environment. Euro-American colonists, who struggled to 
master the environment, could perceive no useful purpose behind Indian 
mobility and refused to recognize that Indians occupied the land in any 
meaningful sense. By Euro-American standards Vermont appeared to be 
uninhabited; by Indian standards the land was both inhabited and effec
tively utili zed. 3 

Early European colonists found a network of Indian trails in the region 
which testified to the range and frequency of travel by the native in
habitants. Well-worn paths connected principal centers of Indian popula
tion in northern New England and linked up with other trail networks. 
Major watercourses-the Connecticut, Merrimack, Hudson, and St. 
Lawrence Rivers and Lakes Champlain, George, Memphremagog, and 
Winnipesaukee- facilitated material and cultural exchanges within and 
far beyond the Green Mountain region. 4 These same avenues of travel 
and communication also functioned as channels for the diffusion of killer 
diseases, arteries for the introduction of alien commerce, and highways 
for invasion by enemy forces. The arrival of Europeans dislocated tradi
tional patterns of Ii fe and movement among Native Americans. Seasonal 
relocations and periodic visits gave way to pressured migrations and 
seasonal withdrawals to escape war, famine, and disease. 

Documentary evidence about the effects of disease on Vermont is lacking 
because no Europeans were present to record them. However, well
established routes and patterns of communication ensured that Vermont 
natives were exposed to lethal epidemics which scythed through Indian 
populations throughout New England and the northeast in the seventeenth 
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and eighteenth centuries. Endemic and chronic diseases caused continual 
attrition of Indian numbers. By the time the English penetrated the Green 
Mountain region, large Indian settlements were found only at Squakheag, 
Cowass, and Missisquoi. The colonists settled on lands which had been 
cleared and utilized by the previous Indian occupants, but the Indians 
themselves were gone. 5 

Recognition of the impact of biological cataclysm upon Indian popula
tions and corresponding upward revisions of pre-contact population 
figures have radical implications for the study of Indian history and culture 
in Vermont. Heavier concentrations of population required far more com
plex social, economic, and political relationships than have usually been 
attributed to Indian civilizations. 6 Population estimates for pre-epidemic 
New England now suggest numbers in excess of 90,000. 7 Estimates for 
the Vermont region are necessarily vague, but "reasonable guesses" for 
the pre-plague western Abenaki of Vermont and New Hampshire sug
gest a figure of between 5,000 and 10,000 people. 8 French records of 
the mid-seventeenth century refer to the Abenaki-speaking tribes and 
Sokokis as the "great Nations of New England," and speak of the Abenaki, 
Sokoki, Mahican, and "numerous other savage nations which are seden
tary and have villages of a thousand or two thousand fighting men," in
dicating communities of at least 5,000 people. 9 Estimated epidemic mor
tality rates among these peoples range as high as 98% for the western 
Abenaki, 95% for the Pocumtuck, and 91 OJo for the Mahican. The 
neighboring Mohawk escaped relatively lightly, losing between 50 and 
70% of their population. The accuracy of such estimates can never be 
ascertained, but they are consistent with figures from other regions and 
there is little doubt that Old World pathogens caused massive depopula
tion in the Green Mountains. 10 

While European viruses wrought demographic havoc , European fur 
traders created further turmoil in Native American societies. European 
fi shermen had traded with eastern Abenakis on the Maine coast 
throughout the sixteenth century, but only in the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries did traders penetrate the territories of the western Abenaki, 
advancing along established arteries of Indian commerce. Traders and 
trading posts leapfrogged up the Merrimack, Connecticut, and Hudson 
rivers as the English hastened to attract business which they feared would 
go north to the French. Fort Dummer, erected near Brattleboro in 1724 
as a defence against Indian raids, also functioned as a trading post and 
conducted a flourishing commerce with Indians from upriver. 11 Indians 
incorporated European manufactured goods, metal, and firearms into 
their technology but, in doing so, lost many of their traditional craft skills 
and became dependent upon European merchants. The fur trade tied its 
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This map shows the regional 
location of "The Scene of Di
aspora" portrayed on the more 
detailed map on the opposite 
page. Maps by Northern Carto
graphic. 

Indian customers into the expanding world of western capitalism and threw 
neighboring tribes into desperate competition. Access to hunting grounds 
and to European traders became major considerations governing the move
ment and location of Indian bands, and tribes clashed in escalating con
flicts for furs, trade, and survival. The diversion of economic energies 
from subsistence to commerce added to the disruption of traditional pat
terns and relationships with the animal world. Deadly intertribal wars 
prevented recovery of population strengths at a time when the European 
threat to the Indians' culture was increasing steadily. 12 

The fur trade entered Mahican territory via the Hudson River early 
in the seventeenth century. According to Dutch records, the Mahican were 
over 4,000 strong in 16!0. The extent of their occupation of Vermont 
is uncertain. Vermont historian Walter Hill Crockett suggested that they 
had settlements at Bennington and Pownal, and that they spent their 
winters in the Hoosick and Housatonic valleys and had campgrounds in 
the mountain passes near Manchester and Arlington, where the height 
of land probably constituted the boundary between Mahican and Abenaki 
peoples. The Mahican range was reputedly restricted by a belief that the 
mountains harbored potentially evil spirits, but Mahican tradition tells 
of moose hunting expeditions to the tops of the Green Mountains each 
spring. Other accounts place Mahicans as far north as Otter Creek and 
the head of Lake Champlain, and southwestern Vermont certainly seems 
to have been regarded as Mahican territory at the beginning of historic 
times. 13 

The Mahican were no strangers to trade and appear to have acted as 
middlemen in the diffusion of shell beads from the Atlantic coast to the 
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St. Lawrence Valley, but the European fur trade sent shock waves through 
their world. When the Dutch built trading posts at Fort Nassau in 1614 
and then at Fort Orange (Albany), the Mahicans shifted their villages to 
take advantage of the new situation. From the river shore opposite Fort 
Orange, they were able to control trade, levying tribute from Mohawks 
and other bands who came there to trade. Mohawk resentment of the 
Mahican monopoly led to open war in 1624. By 1628, the Mahicans were 
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defeated and many evacuated their territories west of the Hudson. Some 
perhaps took refuge in communities in the Connecticut Valley, and strong 
contacts persisted between these communities and villages on the Hud
son and Housatonic to the 1660s. Many Mahicans, however, remained 
in, or returned to, the Hudson Valley, and they established a new village 
to the north at Schaghticoke, from where they could exploit remote trap
ping grounds in Vermont and continue a lucrative commerce with the 
Dutch . 14 

Mahicans continued to drift away from the Hudson to more remote 
areas throughout the 1630s, although they retained three of their five 
villages near Fort Orange until the end of the century. 15 By 1640, both 
the Mohawk and the Mahican began to exert pressure upon neighboring 
groups as their own territories ceased to yield sufficient furs. The Mahican 
compelled bands east of the Hudson to acknowledge their supremacy, 
levied tribute from smaller tribes, and sent raiding parties as far afield 
as western Long Island. From the Mohawk Valley and Finger Lakes region 
of New York, the Iroquois could strike out in every direction. Their war 
parties spilled across New England, raiding traffic on the Connecticut 
River, and traveling up the Champlain Valley to strike the St. Lawrence. 
Tensions with the Sokokis and Abenakis, as well as the Mahican, escalated 
into open hostilities by mid-century. Refugees from Iroquois attacks 
gathered in French settlements at Sillery, Lorette, and Lake Champlain. 16 

Hostilities between the Mahican and Mohawk ebbed and flowed through 
the 1660s, and, according to legend, a Mahican war party was annihilated 
near Pownal in 1669 at a narrow pass known as "the place of the weeping 
rocks." 1 7 Access to the Pynchon trading post at Springfield enabled the 
Mahican to secure firearms and offer spirited resistance to Mohawk, but 
war and disease took their toll and by 1700 the Mahican were reported 
to number a mere 500. 18 Finally, the Mahican moved their council fire 
to Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Mahicans drifted westward. One band 
reached Indiana in 1721; another group moved to Pennsylvania, where 
they settled near the Delaware and Munsee Indians with whom they later 
migrated to the Ohio country. 19 In 1782, Indians from Stockbridge were 
granted lands in Vermont, several miles east of Montpelier, in recogni
tion of their services during the Revolution. These Indians later sold the 
lands to Captain Isaac Marsh who founded the town of Marshfield . 20 

While the Mahican saw their world battered and broken, their neighbors 
in the Connecticut Valley fared little better. The villages of the Sokoki, 
Pocumtuck, and others lay between the Mohawk and Mahican to the west 
and the Narragansett, Niantic, Mohegan, Nipmuck, Pennacook, and 
Maine Abenaki to the south, east, and north. They served as buffers 
against Mohawk expansion into New England, but their position became 
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increasingly perilous as French influence from the north and English 
pressure from the south added to the cauldron of forces in the Connec
ticut Valley. 

Nineteenth century historians wrongly assumed that the Sokoki lived 
on the Saco River in Maine, and regarded the southernmost Sokoki band 
at Squakheag as a separate and isolated group. Gordon Day has since 
shown that seventeenth century French documents indicate that the Sokoki 
inhabited the entire upper Connecticut, and Jesuit Father Druillettes spoke 
of the Connecticut as the "river of the Sokokis." 21 The name Sokoki 
derives from the term "Sohkwakhiak," meaning "the people who 
separated," which has given rise to various interpretations of their origins 
as a splinter group from some other tribe. 22 They occupied the region 
from Squakheag to the great rapids at Bellows Falls, and had locations 
at the mouths of the Miller, West, and Ashuelot rivers, while their hunt
ing territory seems to have extended to the headwaters of the Connecticut 
and even to the country south of the St. Lawrence. They were well placed 
to participate in the developing fur trade of the Connecticut Valley. 
Sokokis were reported in the St. Lawrence Valley in the 1660s and they 
probably obtained manufactured goods from both the French and, via 
Indian middlemen, the English. Pynchon's traders became well acquainted 
with the Indians at Agawam, Woronoco, Norwottuck, and Pocumtuck 
in the 1630s, but had only slight knowledge of the Sokokis farther upriver, 
who evidently acquired English goods through native trade networks. 23 

Sokokis first appear in surviving French records in the early 1640s. 24 In 
1650-51, however, they emerged as a driving force in a projected alliance 
of New England tribes under French auspices against the Iroquois. Prior 
to 1650, Indian communities in the Connecticut Valley paid tribute in 
wampum to the Mohawk, but the new Sokoki-Abenaki-French alliance 
challenged Iroquois power and for the next two decades the Indians of 
the middle and upper Connecticut became embroiled in the struggle be
tween the French and Iroquois for the interior fur trade. 25 

Radical shifts in the balance of power among competing groups of In
dians and Europeans alike took place in the 1660s. The Dutch surrendered 
to the English in 1664, and the Sokoki at Squakheag and the Pocumtuck 
farther south declined in power and were forced to abandon their villages 
as the Iroquois emerged as the dominant native force in the northeast. 
Warfare and competition for diminishing resources disrupted village life 
and altered basic subsistence strategies at Squakheag. Sometime in the 
early 1660s, most of the families congregated into a single village and 
to protect themselves constructed Fort Hill on a steep promontory 
overlooking the Connecticut. Mohawk attacks seem to have been respon
sible for both the occupation of the new fort in September, 1663, and 
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for its evacuation early in 1664. Sporadic clashes with the Mohawk 
throughout 1663 culminated in December when a massive war party of 
Mohawks, Onondagas, and Senecas invaded the Connecticut Valley and 
laid seige to Fort Hill. Both sides lost heavily before the Iroquois were 
repulsed, but, reinforced by Pennacooks, Cowasucks, and other Abenakis, 
the Sokokis remained at their fort during the winter. By the spring of 
1664, however, the Sokokis had abandoned their stronghold and dispersed, 
leaving their enemies with no idea as to their whereabouts. Some went 
south and took up residence with the Pocumtucks, only to become refugees 
again less than a year later. Then, following the murder of a Mohawk 
ambassador, the Iroquois launched a devastating campaign against the 
Pocumtuck which destroyed their villages and scattered the survivors. The 
evacuation of Squakheag and the destruction of Pocumtuck in such a 
short space of time produced dramatic dislocations in the native popula
tions of the Connecticut Valley as refugees from the abandoned villages 
fled south to the Norwottuck and Agawam, sought asylum with the Penna
cook to the east, or began the long migration northward to Cowass and 
eventually to new communities in Canada. 26 

By the end of February, 1665, the Indian communities in the Connec
ticut Valley beyond the southern border of Vermont were scattered and 
broken. The Sokokis' military power had already disintegrated before they 
participated in a disastrous expedition against the Mohawk in 1669, and 
the once-flourishing communities of Squakheag and Pocumtuck never 
revived. 27 When the first English settlers pushed upriver to Northfield 
around 1670, they found only a core community of twenty or thirty In
dians living there, on both sides of the river. But in what was to become 
a common pattern among western Abenakis in the aftermath of 
catastrophe, some Sokokis quietly moved back to their old lands, reset 
their wigwams, and resumed their lives alongside the newcomers. 28 

When King Philip's War erupted in 1675, these Indians disappeared 
as quickly and quietly as they had come, withdrawing before the ap
proaching storm. Many joined the Indian forces and returned with them 
to Squakheag after the settlers had evacuated the area. Squakheag became 
a center of Indian operations during the war and attracted Indians from 
almost the whole of New England. 

In the autumn of 1675, a body of "River Indians" was encamped in 
the pine woods at South Vernon. Following the Puritan army's destruc
tion of their stronghold in December, Narragansetts from Rhode Island 
arrived at Squakheag to join the gathering forces. According to nineteenth 
century historian George Sheldon, the Indians also established winter 
quarters in the valleys of southwestern Vermont near Manchester and 
Sunderland, where warriors from various tribes congregated in prepara-
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tion for the spring offensive. King Philip, or Metacom, spent the winter 
of 1675 at Schaghticoke, but a surprise attack by the Mohawks scattered 
the army he had assembled and he fled across the Green Mountains with 
a few followers, reaching Squakheag late in February, 1676. 29 By early 
spring, almost 3,000 warriors had gathered in the Squakheag region. The 
assembly of Wampanoags, Pocumtucks, Nonotucks, Agawams, 
Quaboags, Nashaways, Naticks, Hassanamesetts, and Sokokis, under the 
leadership of Metacom, Canonchet, and Pessacus, made this the most 
important Indian gathering in southern Vermont on record, and when 
captive Mary Rowlandson met Metacom at South Vernon she was awed 
by the "numerous crew of pagans" that she saw preparing for the final 
onslaught against the English settlements. 30 

Metacom moved his headquarters to Mount Wachusett shortly after 
and at the beginning of May the Indians who had assembled in the 
Squakheag country dispersed. One group, which probably comprised 
mainly Sokokis, gathered at the Pasquamscut falls for fishing. They suf
fered heavy casualties here when Captain William Turner's command from 
Hadley attacked them in mid-May in a battle that gave the town of Turner's 
Falls, Massachusetts, its name. 31 

The social fragmentation generated by King Philip's War dwarfed the 
disruptions caused by the Mohawk campaigns of the previous decade. 
The defeat and death of Metacom initiated what Andre Sevigny calls le 
grand derangement abenaquis, as the English waged a second war on the 
northern frontier which persisted long after hostilities had ended in the 
south and kept Indian bands continually on the move. 32 The war 
disrupted the agricultural, trapping, and trading activities of the Abenaki 
and curtailed the seasonal mobility vital to their effective utilization of 
resources. Faced with starvation, many fled to Canada where they tried 
to rebuild their communities around the Jesuit mission villages. Some 
Abenaki bands withdrew northward as soon as the war broke out, and 
the first group of Sokokis arrived at Three Rivers in the spring of 1676 
after an arduous winter journey during which famine took its toll of their 
numbers. Other Sokokis moved to the west and, along with many Pocum
tucks, took up residence at the village of Schaghticoke on the Hud
son. 33 Dislodged from their homelands, other Indians found their way 
farther afield. A number of Abenakis, Sokokis, and "Loups" accompanied 
French explorer Sieur de la Salle on his expedition to the Great Lakes 
region in the early 1680s, and some remained in the midwest, establishing 
contacts which facilitated the Abenaki acquisition of the calumet ceremony 
from the Fox in the mid-eighteenth century. 34 

The war by no means produced a complete exodus, however. Some 
displaced Sokokis returned to their Squakheag homes, but they were !iv-

205 



ing on borrowed time. Land sales to the English and the increasing pressure 
of settlement reduced the resources available to them, and the outbreak 
of King William's War in 1689 placed the Squakheag community in the 
direct path of war parties and expeditions operating on the Connecticut 
River. By the 1690s, many Sokokis pulled out and resettled in Canada 
along with other refugees. Others lingered in southern Vermont long after 
the dispersal of their community, frequenting the Connecticut Valley and 
maintaining contacts with their relatives who had moved north and 
gravitated toward Missisquoi and other centers. As Gordon Day has 
pointed out, the "Zooquaders" and "Zooquagese" Indians mentioned in 
the histories of Grand Isle, Franklin, and Ferrisburg were Sokokis who 
either lived in those areas permanently or visited them on a regular basis. 35 

The Sokokis' eastern neighbors, the Pennacook, suffered similar 
displacement as a result of King Philip's War, even though they tried to 
avoid entanglement in that conflict. Their principal communities were 
at Amoskeag Falls (Manchester) and Pennacook (Concord) in New Hamp
shire, but the Pennacooks ranged between the Merrimack and Connec
ticut valleys and may have had settlements as far north as Newbury and 
Barnet. Their close proximity to the Sokoki, their western Abenaki 
linguistic affiliation, and frequent interchanges between the bands have 
caused some writers to confuse the two groups and to attribute Sokoki 
locations to the Pennacook. 36 When the war broke out, Wanalancet led 
part of his people to more remote places where they would be less 
vulnerable to attack, and an English expedition that ascended the Mer
rimack in August, 1675, found no Indians at the village of Pennacook. 
It is possible that the Pennacooks spent the winter of 1675-76 in Canada 
and returned to their village the following summer, but they may have 
gone no farther north than the upper reaches of the Merrimack or Con
necticut rivers and regrouped at a seasonal camping ground near Lake 
Winnipesaukee. The Pennacook remained neutral and Wanalancet himself 
returned to the Merrimack at the end of the war; but many of Metacom's 
defeated followers went into hiding in the upper Merrimack valley, and 
English efforts to hunt down the refugees kept the Indians on the move. 
In November, 1676, in a pattern to be repeated many times during the 
next hundred years, an English expedition marched to Ossipee only to 
find the Indian "fort" there deserted, although it was reported that about 
100 Indians had been there a few days before. In 1677, Wanalancet and 
many of his people resumed their migration northward, probably following 
the route from the Connecticut River to Lake Memphremagog and then 
to the St. Francis River. 3 7 

The Pennacook refugees came under French influence, but that did 
not mean that they were tied down in their new locations or that they 
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had completely abandoned their old haunts. In 1685, Pennacooks who 
had been living at Chambly returned south to visit relatives who were 
still living around Pennacook. About the same time, fears of renewed 
Mohawk raids prompted the Pennacook to harvest their corn and 
withdraw to safety, probably to Lake Winnipesaukee and Lake Ossipee, 
and there is evidence to suggest that a group of Pennacooks settled on 
Lake Champlain by 1687. 38 The Pennacook tried to maintain their 
neutrality again when King William's War broke out and even indicated 
that they were willing to settle closer to the English as evidence of their 
pacific disposition. 39 By 1700, however, the English were worried that 
the Pennacooks on Lake Champlain were increasing their connections 
to the French via "a great Indian trade" with Canada. A tug-of-war 
developed as the governor of New York and the governor of Canada com
peted for Pennacook allegiance. The Pennacook, however, rejected a 
French invitation to take up permanent residence in Canada. Many con
tinued to pass back and forth between New England and New France, 
and some moved west to Schaghticoke. A map of 1785 indicated that 
one group at least remained in New England and was living just below 
Lake Winnipesaukee. The fate of this band is unknown; like many other 
groups who "went underground" they may have drifted away unnoticed 
and amalgamated with other communities. 40 

King Philip's War resulted in the creation of a new, multi-tribal com
munity in the upper Hudson Valley, which acted as a magnet for Indians 
throughout Vermont and northern New England and as a feeder for other 
Indian villages farther north. In an effort to strengthen his colony and 
to halt the exodus of Indians to New France at the end of the war, Gover
nor Andros of New York encouraged settlement at Schaghticoke near 
the mouth of the Hoosick River and offered asylum to any Indians who 
wished to place themselves under his protection. In the first year, over 
200 survivors of tribes scattered during the war took refuge at Schaghticoke 
and the results encouraged Andros's successors to accelerate recruitment. 
Located in Mahican territory, the village probably had a Mahican 
substratum, but a new social order emerged as Sokokis, Pocumtucks, 
Nonotucks, Agawams, Pennacooks, Narragansetts, Nipmucks, and Wam
panoags congregated on the east bank of the Hudson . Tribal identities 
became confused as the English referred to all Indians at Schaghticoke 
as "River Indians," although the neighboring Mohawks distinguished be
tween the original Mahican inhabitants and the newcomers. 41 

Schaghticoke played a pivotal role in the Anglo-French contest for In
dian allegiance which pulled Vermont Indians to the west and north. The 
French hoped to attract Indians from Vermont, Maine, and New Hamp
shire, and "Loups" and Abenakis already living in Canada tried to con-
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vince their relatives at Schaghticoke to move north and join them. The 
English meanwhile tried to draw more Indians to Schaghticoke, and suc
cessive governors of New York asked the Indians living there to encourage 
their relatives from the north and east to settle on the Hudson. In 1685 , 
156 men, women, and children under a sachem named Sadochquis re
turned from Canada to take up residence at Schaghticoke. Schaghticoke 
Indians repeatedly assured the English of their gratitude and their deter
mination to stay where they were, pointing out that those who left for 
Canada comprised no more than a handful of malcontents. But growing 
English pressure, combined with unfair dealings by Albany traders, 
prompted increasing numbers to leave Schaghticoke. Many drifted north 
to Lake Champlain and the St. Lawrence Valley; some migrated west 
to Pennsylvania. 42 

The village of Schaghticoke was located on New York's vulnerable 
northern frontier, and the outbreak of war between England and France 
in 1689 threatened to embroil its residents in conflict with their relatives 
in New France. Defensive considerations and doubts about the 
Schaghticokes' loyalty prompted the governor of New York to temporarily 
relocate the village in the 1690s. By 1696, the governor was concerned 
that the Indians were so scattered along the Hudson River that they were 
vulnerable to attack . 43 It appears also that many of the "River Indians" 
who lived near Albany were accustomed to return to the Connecticut Valley 
each year to hunt and these were probably Sokokis. In the winter of 
1698-99, another band of Indians left Schaghticoke and went north to 
"Winooskeek" (the mouth of the Winooski River on Lake Champlain), 
probably to escape from Albany traders whose debts they could not repay. 
The Schaghticokes were warned off, however, by some "Boston Indians," 
probably displaced Pennacooks or Sokokis who lived at Missisquoi or 
Sand Bar and hunted the territory around the lake. The English feared 
that the Indians intended to abandon Schaghticoke and establish a settle
ment at Winooskeek and they offered them inducements and assurances 
of protection to remain in their Hudson Valley villages. 44 

The English tried to counteract French influence among the tribes, plac
ing a minister at Fort Dummer to instruct the Indians who frequented 
that post, and sending ministers among the "Eastern Indians." But gradual
ly it became clear that the French were winning the contest for Indian 
allegiance in northern New England. Schaghticoke contained about 1,000 
people in 1702 but, less than twenty years later , only 200 remained. In 
1723, troubled by the encroachments of their white neighbors, a number 
of Indians left Schaghticoke and withdrew toward Canada, possibly stop
ping off at the growing refugee village at Missisquoi. The French made 
every effort to attract Indians from Schaghticoke to this village. Another 
group made the journey in 1744 and an apparently steady exodus con-
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Migratory Indians worried both British and French policymakers. In 
this document commissioners for Indian affairs meeting at Albany in 1724 
express their concern over the flight of the Schaghticoke north to 
Missisquoi. Courtesy of Public Archives of Canada. 
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tinued until 1754, when the last residents abandoned the village and 
migrated to the mission at St. Francis. Other members of the Schaghticoke 
community dispersed into surrounding areas, and Abenakis survived 
around Lake George throughout the eighteenth century. 45 

Schaghticoke was not the only community that functioned as a melting 
pot for various refugee bands and eventually became a departure point 
for Indians moving on into Canada or northern Vermont. The Great Ox
bow of the Connecticut River near Newbury was a center of Indian habita
tion, activity, and movement in the eighteenth century. The area was 
known as Cowass or Coos, from which the inhabitants derived the name 
Cowasucks or Coosucks, "people of the pine tree place." When the first 
white captives trudged through the area in the early 1700s, the meadows 
on both sides of the river were cultivated, and early settlers found visible 
remnants of a fortified Indian village. Cowass may have been the site 
of more than one village or the location of a "central headquarters" for 
various bands throughout the area from Thetford to Barnet. The 
Cowasuck band itself probably numbered at least 300, a number that fluc
tuated as groups passed in and out of the vicinity. Cowass was a pivotal 
region, a half-way point between Canada and the Atlantic coast, and a 
junction for several Indian trails, and various bands utilized the area for 
its good fishing and fertile soil. 46 

It is not clear whether the Cowasuck were a distinct tribe or an upriver 
branch of Sokokis; nor do we know if the village was an ancient com
munity or one created by refugees from villages farther south which had 
been dispersed by King Philip's War. Cowass was a logical stopping place 
for Indians migrating up the Connecticut. From there, they could ascend 
the Wells River and cross the Green Mountains to the Champlain Valley, 
or continue up the Connecticut and make their way to the St. Francis 
and St. Lawrence rivers. Mahican refugees may have spent some time 
at Cowass following their defeat by the Mohawk, but there is no reason 
to assume that the Cowasuck were displaced Mahicans. Some writers feel 
that Cowass was a Pennacook village, and Pennacooks certainly passed 
through the area during King Philip's War. Gordon Day believes that 
Cowass was occupied at least by 1663, that the community was estab
lished before refugees from King Philip's War arrived, and that the 
Cowasuck were closely related to the Sokoki. Cowass certainly offered 
a logical destination to Sokokis withdrawing from Squakheag in 1669. 
But, whatever its original cultural composition, after 1675 Cowass became 
a refugee village and the nerve center of a region infiltrated by the rem
nants of various tribes. An area which the English regarded as a "for
boding wilderness" afforded a fruitful haven to transient Indian bands 
en route to Canada. 4 7 
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The Cowasucks seem to have withdrawn from their village in I 704 and 
not to have returned for some time. Indians fighting against the English 
during Queen Anne's War found it difficult to maintain subsistence ac
tivities and some tribes appealed to the French for help in staving off 
hunger. In June, 1704, a delegation of Cowasucks visited Governor 
Vaudreuil in Quebec, who invited them to move north and settle on the 
St. Lawrence where they could be better protected from the English. The 
Indians declined the offer, pointing out that Cowass was in a better posi
tion for offensive operations against their enemies. 48 However, even as 
the Cowasuck delegates were turning down Vaudreuil's offer, an expedi
tion led by Caleb Lyman was marching north from Northampton against 
their village. The soldiers had gone "nine Days journey into the Wilderness" 
when they surprised a small party of Indians about twenty miles south 
of Cowass and killed eight of them. News of the attack alarmed the com
munity at Cowass and, according to Samuel Penhallow, they "immediately 
forsook their Fort and Corn at Cowassuck, and never return'd to this 
Day, that we cou'd hear of, to renew their Settlement in that place." 
Stephen Williams, who had been captured during the famous raid on Deer
field earlier in the year, saw Indians coming away from Cowass carrying 
news of Lyman's attack. 49 

The Indians may have fled to Canada, but it is more likely that they 
simply retreated to the upper reaches of the Connecticut or to less ac
cessible interior locations around Lake Memphremagog. Amidst the lakes 
and mountains of northern Vermont and New Hampshire, the Indians 
were able to play "cat and mouse" with the English, quietly slipping away 
as the enemy approached. A punitive expedition against the Pigwackets 
of the Maine-New Hampshire border region in February, 1704, had found 
their "fort" of about 100 wigwams deserted. In 1711, Colonel Walton 
and two companies of men marched to Lakes Winnepesaukee and Ossipee, 
well known as favorite Indian resorts for hunting and fishing, but they 
found only two empty wigwams, "for being so closely pursued from one 
place to another, they removed to other Nations, leaving only a few Cut
throats behind which kept the Country in a constant Alarm." In the spring 
of 1712, Captain Thomas Baker led a party of men from Deerfield up 
the Connecticut River, "Designing for Cowass on purpose to Destroy a 
family or two of Indians that we heard was there." But either Cowass 
was still deserted or the Indians slipped away, for Baker's men found no 
sign of them there, although they did kill nine Indians on the upper Mer
rimack. French maps of 1713 and 1715 show a village at Cowass, marked 
with the symbol for a mission and labeled as Koes, ancien village des loups, 
which implies that the village was still empty at that time. However, Gor
don Day suspects that Indians reoccupied it as soon as peace was restored 
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This document records a council held between 
the Cowasuck Indians and Quebec Governor 
Vaudreuil in I 704. It is important because it is one 
of the few documents that refer specifically to the 
Cowasuck Abenakis, Courtesy of Public Archives 
of Canada. 
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at the Treaty of Utrecht, and such filtering back to former habitations 
would have been consistent with Indian practice in Vermont throughout 
the eighteenth century. 50 

In the summer of 1725, Benjamin Wright's men saw only three Indians 
during their entire expedition up the river to Cowass, then over the moun
tains to Missisquoi. Another expedition to the headwaters of the Mer
rimack in the fall found only signs of wigwams where they supposed the 
Indians had been six weeks before. Of course, the Indians were in no hurry 
to show themselves and could usually avoid detection with ease, but it 
seems that Cowass was still deserted. After Lovewell defeated the 
Pigwacket Indians that same year, most of that tribe fled to Canada, to 
the sources of the Connecticut, and over towards Lake Champlain, where 
some no doubt joined Grey Lock and continued their war against the 
English. The Cowasucks may have retreated further at the same time, 
with some withdrawing to Canada and eventually mingling with relatives 
at St. Francis. By the spring of 1727, however, the Indians from Nor
ridgewock, Androscoggin, and Pigwacket, who fled with their families 
to Canada during the war, were on their way back to their homes, and 
expressed concern lest the English fall upon them while they were hunt
ing near the Connecticut and Kennebec rivers. 51 

The Indians who remained around Cowass probably retreated during 
King George's War, but this moveme:nt represented strategic withdrawal 
rather than permanent abandonment of their lands. After the war, the 
Indians became disturbed by rumors that the English intended to fortify 
the then vacant Cowass lntervales and in a conference at Montreal in 
1752 the Abenaki delegates reasserted their claim to the territory and 
threatened to go to war if the English occupied it. 52 Captain Peter Powers 
led an expedition past Cowass in 1754 without seeing any Indian villages, 
and Rogers' Rangers saw none on their return from St. Francis five years 
later, but some Indians did reoccupy the village in 1754. 53 

According to one tradition, several hundred Indians were living on the 
upper Androscoggin River in 1755 when they caught smallpox from the 
French. The survivors left the area and removed to Canada. Another group 
from the Cowass region withdrew to the Clyde River near East Charleston 
during the Seven Years' War, remained there while the war lasted, and 
then moved on to St. Francis. At the same time, however, other Indian 
families returned from St. Francis and elsewhere to resume residence 
around Cowass. These families were living in the meadows on the banks 
of the Connecticut when the first English settlers arrived at Lower Cowass 
in 1761, and they remained in the vicinity, living quietly for many years 
after. 54 

Historians have tended to interpret lack of sightings and confusion of 
movements as indication that the Indians who were displaced in King 
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Philip's War and subsequent conflicts fled directly to the Jesuit mission 
villages in New France. Andre Sevigny, however, maintains that Abenaki 
exiles who set out for Canada often stopped short when they reached a 
suitable no-man's-land, namely the remote areas of northern Vermont 
and New Hampshire. There is considerable evidence to corroborate this 
view. The country around the headwaters of the Connecticut River, which 
seemed so inhospitable to the English, offered the Indians an advantageous 
strategic location within easy access of their French allies. The Androscog
gin, Saco, Merrimack, and Connecticut rivers all rise in the White Moun
tains and they provided the Indians with great mobility, while the Otter, 
Winooski, and Lamoille rivers connected with the Hudson-Lake 
Champlain-Richelieu River system. Moreover, the region afforded the 
Indians a better living than they were to find around mission villages like 
Sillery. Many Indians who moved north in search of safety found their 
refuge among the rivers and lakes of northern Vermont and New Hamp
shire and had little need to go directly to the French mission villages. 55 

Acc0rding to adventurer Henry Tufts, who spent several years with 
the Indians, some 700 people in several bands ranged the area between 
Lakes Memphremagog and Umbagog in the early I 770s. 56 Those Indians 
who remained in Vermont during the era of the American Revolution 
maintained a low profile; others withdrew and sold a large tract of land 
stretching from northeastern Vermont to Maine in the 1790s. Indians con
tinued a seasonal occupation of their old planting and fishing grounds, 
and "St. Francis Indians" frequented the shores of Lake Memphremagog. 
Even after the Indians cleaned out their beaver trapping grounds in Orleans 
and Essex counties in 1809, they continued to move freely back and forth 
across the border and to utilize the territory around Lake Memphremagog 
and the headwaters of the Connecticut. Nevertheless, by mid-century the 
Indians had virtually disappeared from view in the northern part of the 
state. 57 

On the western side of Vermont, Missisquoi served as a nerve center 
for Indian peoples seeking refuge in the northern Champlain Valley in 
the same way that Cowass functioned in the upper Connecticut Valley. 
In 1609, explorer Samuel de Champlain heard evidence that the Indian 
populations on the lake had already suffered dislocation as a result of 
intertribal wars along the St. Lawrence. Champlain's Indian allies told 
him that the Richelieu River and the "four beautiful islands" in Lake 
Champlain had recently been abandoned. The St. Lawrence Iroquois had 
disappeared some time previously, probably decimated by disease and 
dispersed by Mohawks, Hurons, or Algonquins; and some refugees may 
have been absorbed by western Abenaki bands to the south. Marc Lescar
bot reported that, not long before 1608, 8,000 Iroquois warriors had ex-
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terminated the Algonquins, the people of Hochelaga (Montreal), and 
others bordering on the St. Lawrence. Clearly, wars and epidemics had 
devastated the St. Lawrence in the seventy years since Jacques Cartier 
explored the river in 1535, and it is little wonder that the Lake Champlain 
islands were uninhabited by 1609. Champlain noted that in time of war 
the Indians withdrew from the rivers and moved deep into the interior 
to be safe from surprise, a strategy to which Vermont's Indians adhered 
for the next two centuries. 58 

Champlain's guides also reported that the country to the east of the 
lake was a land of beautiful valleys and rich cornfields and that it was 
inhabited by the Iroquois. The Mohawk referred to Lake Champlain as 
"the gateway to the country" and there is some evidence of Mohawk oc
cupation of the Vermont shore. The Iroquois may even have held sway 
over the area during the period ca. 1540-1640 and attempted to extend 
their power as far east as the Connecticut River. On the other hand, 
Champlain may have had difficulties with his interpreters. The lake formed 
a boundary between Iroquois and Abenaki territory, especially after the 
French penetrated the region and cultivated the friendship of the Abenaki 
in the seventeenth century. The Abenaki claimed that if the Iroquois ever 
occupied western Vermont they did so by conquest and had no original 
rights to the country. Mohawk-Abenaki relations at this time perhaps 
involved as much cooperation as conflict, with peaceful interchange 
based on trade, tribute, and kinship ties; but the Iroquois continued to 
hunt, travel, and raid to the east in the seventeenth century. This gave 
the Champlain lowland the character of a frontier region and gave rise 
to traditions of Vermont as a no-man's-land and the scene of bloody con
flicts between Iroquois and Abenaki warriors. 59 

By the end of the seventeenth century, imperial rivalry between England 
and France and interracial war to the south replaced the Iroquois threat 
as major factors governing the survival, location, and composition of 
Indian communities on Lake Champlain, and Missisquoi emerged as a 
focal community in the Indians' struggle for survival. The lower Missis
quoi Valley was an advantageous location within reach of Lake 
Champlain, the St. Lawrence, and Lake Memphremagog, rich in 
resources, and yet less exposed to attack than were Otter Creek, the 
Lamoille, and Winooski rivers. Traces of occupation stretching back as 
far as fifteen miles from the mouth of the river indicate a significant and 
longstanding Indian presence in the area. Abenakis may have been at 
Missisquoi as early as 1650, and warriors from the vicinity may have been 
among the "North Indians" who traveled south to rendezvous with 
Metacom during King Philip's War. However, the area received its main 
influx of population as a result of displacements occasioned by that war. 
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For Mahicans and Schaghticokes, Lake Champlain represented a natural 
route of retreat. John C. Huden maintained that Mahicans congregated 
at the mouths of the Winooski River and Otter Creek, and the Winooski 
Valley seems to have been an area of significant Indian settlement and 
a favorite resort for hunting and planting. Indians from various Abenaki 
and Algonquian bands who had been driven west and north by the English 
began to reach Otter Creek, the Winooski, and Missisquoi Bay by about 
1680. French governor Frontenac referred to Sokokis on the shore of Lake 
Champlain in that year, and Sokokis located at Grand Isle and 
Missisquoi. 60 

In 1682, the French seem to have established a short-lived mission on 
the lake, a sure sign of significant Indian presence in the area, but the 
cultural composition of the Indian settlement or settlements to which the 
mission catered is unclear. 61 French records describe the Indians as 
Abenakis and Loups. The "Loups" referred to were probably Sokokis, 
Pennacooks, and Mahicans since the Baron de Lahontan wrote that, prior 
to his residence at Chambly in 1685, "Soccokis," "Openangos" and 
"Mahingans" used to visit that place "in shoals" to trade. These people 
had most likely retreated to Lake Champlain from their homelands on 
the Connecticut, Merrimack, and Hudson rivers after King Philip's War, 
but their presence on the lake did not necessarily indicate a one-way stream 
of refugees seeking permanent asylum and abandoning their lands in the 
south. By 1685, the Indians who had been trading at Chambly had returned 
south to escape Iroquois attacks or persecution by French traders and 
had taken up residence nearer to the English. 62 

The Abenaki presence around Lake Champlain grew considerably in 
the eighteenth century and Missisquoi became the major fortified village 
and nerve center for numerous small satellite communities. Refugees 
gradually were assimilated into the original band, and writers began to 
refer to all Champlain Valley Abenakis as members of the Missisquoi 
"tribe," while many of the "St. Francis Indians" mentioned by historians 
came from M issisq uoi rather than the Canadian village. As early as 1736, 
a French warrior count included in the total for St. Francis those from 
Missisquoi as well as "the wanderers." 63 

Missisquoi first came to English notice as a result of the raiding parties 
which emanated from that place. In 1723, the English at Albany asked 
the Iroquois to use their influence to stop the Indians of "Messeskeek" 
from joining the hostile "Eastern Indians." The English had good reason 
to be concerned, as war parties led by Grey Lock tormented their north
ern frontiers. Grey Lock was probably a Woronoco from Massachusetts 
and may have retired first to Schaghticoke before withdrawing to Lake 
Champlain. He gathered his warriors at Otter Creek but established his 
headquarters at a palisaded village, which became known as "Grey Lock's 
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This extract from a French report of 1744 refers to an influx 
of population at Missisquoi and the subsequent dispatch of 
French officers to recruit warriors from that village. Courtesy 
of Public Archives of Canada. 

217 



castle," some distance from the main Missisquoi settlement. From there 
he waged war on the English until 1726, successfully evading pursuit by 
ineffective punitive expeditions. War parties from Missisquoi regularly 
turned out during the French and Indian Wars, and Missisquoi became 
identified by the English as a military objective. Before long the inhabitants 
had to adopt the strategy of dispersing into safer regions when the enemy 
threatened, and long before the end of the century the Missisquoi com
munity was transformed into a group of family bands scattered in various 
"underground" locations. 64 

Ira Allen maintained that the large Indian village on the Missisquoi 
River became depopulated around 1730 when the inhabitants fled to St. 
Francis to escape an epidemic. Allen, however, was trying to establish 
that the Abenakis of Vermont were transients who rightly belonged north 
of the border, and his statement cannot be accepted at face value. If the 
Abenakis did evacuate Missisquoi at this time, they were more likely to 
have pulled back into familiar territory around the lake than to have 
migrated to St. Francis, which was also hit by disease, and they returned 
periodically to their old hunting and fishing grounds. 65 

Shortly after the French built Fort St. Frederic in 1731, about forty 
Abenaki families left St. Francis to take up residence at Missisquoi. A 
report of 1738 counted "more than 20 Abenaki cabins" at Missisquoi, 
and others may have been located in secluded spots in the surrounding 
countryside. 66 In the 1740s, the French planned to establish a mission 
for the Indians at Missisquoi and actually built a residence for the mis
sionary. It was hoped that this would attract loups d'orange, who were 
probably Schaghticokes, as well as Abenakis, breaking their ties with the 
English and enlisting them as allies of New France. The French sought 
to cultivate the Abenakis' favorable disposition and draft their warriors 
into service, and French officers were dispatched to Missisquoi, which 
mustered some sixty warriors in 1744. But during King George's War 
(1744-48) most of the Indians evacuated the village, some going to the 
Montreal missions, most retreating to less accessible locations within their 
homeland. They returned as usual at the end of the war and about twenty 
families were permanently located at Missisquoi in 1749. It is possible 
that the "Loups" described by Father Mathevet around 1750 lived at 
Missisquoi . 6 7 

The Seven Years' War produced widespread repetition of the withdrawal 
strategy. The last Indian families retired from Schaghticoke; the 
Cowasucks retreated deeper into northern Vermont, and many of the 
Missisquoi moved out. An anonymous French memoir states that the 
Abenakis from Missisquoi Bay retreated to St. Francis and Becancour 
at the beginning of the war, with the warriors taking up residence near 
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Ile aux Noix and carrying out scouting operations for the French army. 68 

But Missisquoi was not completely abandoned. An English map of 1755 
showed "Schachtacooks" living at the bottom of Missisquoi Bay, while 
an English captive who returned from Quebec several years later reported 
that about twenty Abenaki families lived at the bottom of the bay. A 
French memoir of 1757 spoke of between 100 and 150 Abenaki warriors 
at Missisquoi. Small temporary villages were also located at Thompson's 
Point, Charlotte, Shelburne, South Hero, Sand Bar, the mouth of the 
Winooski and Mallett's Bay, and the Missisquoi community served as 
a core village for refugee bands and families throughout the area. 69 

As the English advanced on Lake Champlain in 1759, the Indians 
pulled back from Missisquoi, but Abenakis from St. Francis returned 
in the fall and winter after Rogers' Rangers had burned their village. Some 
of the refugees from St. Francis passed through Missisquoi on their way 
to the Iroquois mission at Akwesasne or St. Regis, where they stayed un
til at least 1770. By the end of the Seven Years' War, three major bands 
of Lake Champlain Abenaki had emerged, forming distinct communities 
at Missisquoi, St. Francis, and Akwesasne. In addition, an indeterminable 
number of Abenakis, Sokokis, Pennacooks, "Loups," Schaghticokes, and 
"St. Francis Indians" lived in small family bands scattered throughout 
the surrounding areas. The village at Missisquoi served as a focal com
munity for all Indians in the Champlain Valley. 70 

With the removal of the "French menace," English settlers flooded north 
with the result that "for the next decade or so, returning Indians and ad
vancing English mingled in frontier communities from Lake Champlain 
to the Upper Androscoggin River." The Abenakis around Missisquoi 
leased lands to the English at the same time as they expressed misgivings 
about encroachment upon their territory. At a conference held on Isle 
La Motte in September, 1766, a delegation from Missisquoi reminded 
the governor of Quebec that they had inhabited the Missisquoi region 
since "Time unknown to any of us here," without conceding any of their 
rights to the country, and they voiced concern that English settlers were 
claiming their lands, while English traders brought alcohol among them. 
In July, 1773, the Missisquoi Abenakis sent a deputation to British In
dian agent Daniel Claus, complaining of further encroachments on their 
land. As John Moody observes, such complaints hardly suggest that the 
Missisquoi had decided to abandon their lands and retreat to Canada, 
even though a number filtered across the border to join their relatives 
at St. Francis. 7 1 

The Missisquoi withdrew again when the American Revolution broke 
out. Most writers have assumed that they moved for good to St. Francis 
at this time, and some families certainly took up permanent locations in 
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Canada. Others retreated into the interior and joined the bands around 
Lake Memphremagog or the headwaters of the Connecticut. But many 
remained in the immediate vicinity throughout the war. After the Revolu
tion, the Missisquoi Abenakis were effectively deprived of their homeland 
and the Allens promoted the notion of an Indian menace to settlement 
in order to secure control of the area themselves. In reality, however, the 
Abenakis neither relinquished claims to their lands nor completely aban
doned the area. 72 They simply followed the time-honored strategy for 
survival in times of crisis and withdrew into marginal territories where 
they could live without attracting undue attention. 

Abenaki tradition tells of fifty wigwams and large cornfields at Swan
ton in 1790, although this late date is suspect. In the following decade 
many Indians moved north from the area as pressure from white settle
ment increased. The Bede! deed and other land sales in the late 1790s in
dicated that many of the bands from northern Vermont and New Hamp
shire had removed to St. Francis by that time. 7 3 However, the absence 
of Indians from the records and from sight did not guarantee that the 
Abenaki had abandoned their Missisquoi homes and moved en masse 
across the border. John Moody has documented the continuing presence 
of Abenaki families around St. Albans, the Islands, Swanton, and 
Highgate, and these people clung tenaciously to their homeland despite 
severe hardships caused by loss of land and depletion of resources . They 
had learned from bitter experience that keeping a low profile was the key 
to survival. From the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth century, the 
Missisquoi Abenakis survived by going underground in marginal areas 
where they lived in small groups on the edges of white settlement and 
supplemented their disrupted subsistence by peddling baskets, trinkets, 
and furs. Indians moved freely between Missisquoi, St. Francis, and other 
communities along the border, and Abenakis from various communities 
utilized hunting grounds between the St. Francis, Richelieu, and Missis
quoi rivers. Some families traveled from Missisquoi to the Champlain 
Islands and across to the Adirondacks and Akwesasne. Others journeyed 
east up the Missisquoi River to Lake Memphremagog and then to the 
headwaters of the Connecticut and the St. Francis River. From there they 
could proceed to St. Francis or travel down the Androscoggin into western 
Maine and Penobscot country. White settlers who saw Indian hunters 
and traders assumed that they were transient visitors from St. Francis, 
but what they actually saw were merely the tips or "front persons" of a 
mobile Indian community, a network of family bands that extended across 
northeastern New York, northern Vermont, northern New Hampshire, 
western Maine, and the St. Lawrence Valley. 74 

Eventually, most of the Indians who made their way north through 
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Vermont in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries arrived at the 
French mission villages in Canada themselves, or developed family ties 
with those who settled there. Migration to these villages was slow and 
halting, and residence there was often temporary, but for generations 
population displacements in New England furnished migrants north of 
the border. The mission villages served as crucibles in which Abenakis 
and others built new social orders on the ruins of their old tribal com
munities. 75 The Jesuit mission at Sillery, originally established in 1630 
as an experimental community of Christianized Indians, failed because 
of war, disease, alcoholism, lack of funds, and cultural resistance from 
the Montagnais and Algonquin neophytes, but King Philip's War pro
duced a new influx of Indians, including some Sokokis, and Sillery soon 
had more inhabitants than it could handle. 76 The village of St. Francis, 
at Odanak, Quebec, emerged as a community of immigrants, probably 
not before 1660. The St. Francis mission was established in 1683 on the 
Chaudiere River, then moved in 1700 to the banks of the St. Francis River, 
where a number of Abenakis and Sokokis had already settled. The village 
has been regarded most commonly as a refuge for Abenakis from Maine, 
but Gordon Day has shown that Indians from as many as twenty groups 
found their way to St. Francis and that surviving linguistic and cultural 
traits indicate a predominance of Sokoki, Pennacook, and Cowasuck in
fluences. St. Francis lay in direct reach of the headwaters of the Connec
ticut and represented a logical place of retreat for Indians traveling through 
or residing in the northern part of Vermont. Sokokis appear to have been 
the first occupants and, by the turn of the century, the St. Francis mis
sion was reported to comprise "abnaquis, loups, and sokokis" to whom 
two priests ministered. Perhaps the single most important source of 
migrants to St. Francis was Schaghticoke on the Hudson, itself a com
munity of refugees, although Indians from Missisquoi arrived after the 
English conquest and most Pennacooks and Cowasucks who had been 
living in northern New England had moved to St. Francis by 1800. The 
exiles coalesced into a new community and reassembled the last vestiges 
of Abenaki political power in the northeast. Collectively, the Indians were 
generally known as "St. Francis Indians," a name which was testimony 
to western Abenaki resilience and adaptability but was misleading in its 
implicit denial of the Vermont heritage of many of the inhabitants . 77 

By the seventeenth century, Vermont was part of a Native American 
world thrown into chaos by devastating new forces. Time-honored pat
terns of life were disrupted virtually overnight and Indian communities 
by the score disintegrated under the impact of war and disease. But in 
Vermont many survived, in modified form, by adapting traditional pat
terns of movement. Communities which were accustomed to dispersing 
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and reassembling in seasons of scarcity and plenty responded to new 
dangers with similar strategies. Villages broke up into family bands who 
withdrew from the central community until the threat passed, and, as 
the threats persisted and intensified, they moved deeper into marginal 
lands or joined other communities. Vermont also afforded refuge to In
dians from other regions, and peoples who had been driven from their 
homelands to the south and east filtered northward through the Connec
ticut Valley and Green Mountains. The movement was not a mass exodus; 
it was a gradual and hesitating withdrawal, with periodic reversals in direc
tion and persistent seasonal visitation of many former habitations. New 
social orders emerged as the remnants of previously autonomous bands 
coalesced in new or expanded communities at Schaghticoke, Cowass, 
Missisquoi, and St. Francis. Peoples who had formerly occupied the richest 
and most productive lands withdrew to areas which were sometimes unable 
to support the influx of population . 7 8 Dispersed in small groups, the In
dians ceased to be visible as "tribes" in the eyes of Euro-Americans. The 
strategy of survival through anonymity worked too well. Generations of 
movement, withdrawal, and maintaining a low profile enabled Vermont's 
Abenakis to survive in calamitous times, but left their twentieth century 
descendants with considerable problems when they sought to convince 
a skeptical United States government of their true identity and continued 
historic presence. 
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