
HISTORY 

SPRING 1990 

VoL. 58, No. 2 



82 

The French and the Abenaki: 
A Study in Frontier Politics 

For the Abenaki, the French 
connection meant making the 
best of a bad predicament. 

By OLIVE PATRICIA DICKASON 

T he phrase "French and Indians" has a special significance in the 
annals of North American frontier warfare, invoking as it does 
the image of "cultivated" Europeans in league with "wild" 

Amerindians to conquer colonial rivals by means of frontier wars that 
had more in common with the "savage" practices of the New World than 
they had with the "civilized" customs of the Old. 1 A widely accepted myth, 
particularly by American historians, is of the French and Amerindians 
having an almost familial relationship with each other, regarding each 
other as brothers-in-arms while glorying in their military prowess by 
spreading devastation along the frontier. That this is a simplified picture, 
to say the least, should not surprise students of historical mythologies. 
Since this belief arose largely because of the French alliance with the 
Abenaki-who, "of all the savages of New France, [are] those who have 
rendered, and who are in a condition to render, the greatest service" 2 -

this article will examine that relationship to see how it evolved in the con
text of colonial rivalries and to determine its nature as well as its role in 
North American colonial history. 

One of the first of the Atlantic Coast peoples known as "those living 
at the sunrise" or perhaps "dawnland people" (among other variations) 
to come into continuous contact with Europeans, in this case the French, 
were the Eastern Abenaki. 3 The term "Abenaki," as used here, includes 
a range of Algonkian-speaking peoples, from the hunting and gathering 
Maliseet of the St. John River on the northeast to the farming Sokoki 
of the Connecticut River on the southwest, but principally those cluster
ing in what is now western Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont, and 
the peoples living in the Presumpscot, Androscoggin, Kennebec, and 
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Penobscot drainages. 4 Those living on the Merrimack and Connecticut 
rivers and in the interior are the Western Abenaki (Pennacook, Sokoki, 
Missisquoi, and Cowasuck, among others), although the division from 
Eastern Abenaki is not always clearly defined. 5 

An early account of the land of the Eastern Abenaki is that of the English 
divine, Samuel Purchas (1577?-1626), whose "The Description of the 
Country of Mawooshen" was published in 1613. 6 "Mawooshen," 
extending from Mount Desert Island in the east to the upper reaches of 
the Saco River in the west, may derive from the Penobscot "Maweshe
nook," berry place or "Moshoquen," on or near the coast. A variant was 
"Moasham." 7 According to John R. Swanton, "Moassones" was also an 
Abenaki name for their land. "Norumbega," apparently derived from "orn
bega," which identifies the lower Penobscot on the 1529 map by Girolamo 
da Verrazzano (brother of Giovanni), was to become a better-known name 
for the region. 

Purchas's description has led to the conclusion that Mawooshen counted 
ten thousand to fourteen thousand souls living in semi-permanent villages 
under Bashabes (d. 1615). Bashabes appears to have been the paramount 
chief among twenty-three sagamores whose villages were strung along 
eleven rivers. 8 Most of the known Abenaki villages, Eastern as well as 
Western, were in areas where the growing season was 140 days or more. 
Although some authorities today would not place the population of 
Mawooshen above ten thousand, others believe Purchas's estimate to be 
conservative, as his account itself suggests. 9 Even at that early date, in
troduced diseases were taking their toll: already villages had been wiped 
out, and others drastically reduced in population. Also the influx of new 
trade goods (especially iron tools and weapons) inflamed long-standing 
rivalries; the first decades of the seventeenth century saw the Abenaki, 
Micmac, and Maliseet all fighting each other. Marc Lescarbot 
( c.1570-1642) attributed the 1607 victory of the Micmac over the Abenaki 
at Chouacoet, at the mouth of the Saco River, to the fact that the French 
had armed the former with metal points for spears and arrows, but above 
all with swords and cutlasses, and even with muskets. He wrote that the 
cutlasses and swords were devastatingly effective, with the muskets pro
viding the coup de grace. This points to the fact that the French had not 
yet begun to use missionaries as an official arm of colonization (that would 
not develop until the second decade of the seventeenth century) and so 
were not as scrupulous about enforcing the European ban against sup
plying arms to non-Christians as they would be later with the Huron. 10 At 
this time their interest in the New World was predominantly commercial. 

The French at first shared the Micmac antipathy for the Abenaki of 
the lower Saco River drainage, whom they labeled "Armouchiquois." 11 

Some French writers carried this to the point of describing the 
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Armouchiquois, a farming people who differed from their northern 
relatives in their hair and clothing styles, 12 as deformed, with small heads, 
short bodies, and bony limbs, whose knees, when they squatted on their 
heels, passed their heads by more than half a foot. 13 Samuel de Champlain 
(c.1570-1635), who actually visited them, reported that they had well
proportioned bodies and even found them to be of "good disposition," 
although inveterate thieves who could not be trusted. 14 More usually, 
accounts were not even that accommodating, and the Armouchiquois were 
reported to be "devious and treacherous, always scheming under the guise 
of friendliness; they must be handled by means of fear and severity." The 
French even suspected them of cannibalism. 15 These impressions could 
have been the result of the influence of the unfriendly Micmac ( or Maliseet) 
who were guiding the French. 16 Similar sentiments were later applied 
to the ill-defined "Loups," also enemies of the Micmac / Maliseet, until 
they were drawn into the French camp. From this inauspicious beginning 
developed what was to become one of the most effective and long-lasting 
alliances in North American colonial history. 

The Maliseet, along with their neighbors the Micmac, entered into ac
tive relations with the French well before the main body of the Abenaki, 
a situation that was at least partly dictated by geography. The proximity 
of the fisheries (a term that included seal and walrus hunting as well as 
whaling), and a location far enough north to allow for the fur trade were 
the pertinent factors. The St. John River, called Ougoudi by the Maliseet 
(who shared it with the Micmac) and named Saint-Jean by the French, 
had a fortified village at its mouth, on the west side of St. John's harbor. 
This was the domain of the Maliseet sagamore Chkoudun (Secoudon, 
Schoudon, d. before 1616), "a man of great influence" who befriended 
the French and acted as a guide for Champlain during his explorations 
of the region . 17 Although he had met Etchemins (which included 
Maliseet / Passamaquoddy, among other Abenaki groups) at Tadoussac 
in 1603, Champlain made the earliest reference to the "Obenaquiuoit" 
when he told of a Montagnais envoy coming to Quebec in 1629 on behalf 
of these farming people to the south who were anxious for an alliance 
with the French against the Iroquois. Champlain was immediately in
terested, not so much at that point to take up the fight against the 
Iroquois (with whom, in any event, he was already on hostile terms as 
a consequence of his trading ties with the Montagnais, Algonquins, and 
Hurons), but because these unknown people were farmers and could 
possibly help provision his fledgling colony, which was not yet capable 
of feeding itself. Although not in a position to assist against the Iroquois 
immediately, he promised to do so as soon as possible, perhaps even dur
ing that same year; in the meantime, he proposed a mutual assistance 
program involving food supplies and trade goods. 18 
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Champlain's initiative quickly fell apart after his death in 1635, for com-
mercial reasons, as Jesuit Paul Le Jeune (1591-1664) reported: 

As our savages occasionally go to the land of the Abenaquiois, those 
also wish to come and visit them at kebec and further up. But it is 
not for the good of Messieurs the Associates; for those barbarians 
come to carry off the Beavers of these countries to take them 
elsewhere. Hence, Monsieur the Governor, in view of this disorder, 
summoned the Captain of the Montagnais and the Abenaquiois to 
notify them that he was displeased that these peddlers should come 
trafficking in the footsteps of the French- even threatening the 
Montagnez that he would prohibit the store from selling them any 
provisions until the Abenaquiois should go away. 19 

The Montagnais assured the French of their wish that the Abenaki return 
to their own country. Amerindian entrepreneurship had annoyed the 
French from early in their trading relationship: for instance, they had 
not been at all pleased to encounter their good friend Chkoudun in the 
Penobscot area, actively engaged in trading goods he had obtained from 
the French. Because of such enterprise, Abenaki had been warned in 1646 
to restrict their visits to New France. When a group of thirty came to 
Quebec in 1649, they were notified that "they were not to come again, 
and that their goods will be plundered if they return." 20 Apparently the 
missionaries did not share these sentiments, and the well-known Jesuit 
Gabriel Druillettes ( 1610-1681) enjoyed considerable success in evangeliz
ing the Eastern Abenaki during the 1640s and 1650s; in 1646 he established 
a mission on the Kennebec River at the request of its people. 21 

Although the French did not meet Western Abenaki until 1642, when 
their Algonquin allies brought a Sokoki prisoner to Trois-Rivieres under 
the impression he was an Iroquois, 22 they moved much faster to con
solidate this new relationship than they had done previously with the 
Eastern Abenaki. In 1651 Druillettes was able to bring together various 
groups, including the Mahican (not usually included with the Abenaki 
but related), to form a solid front against their traditional enemies the 
Iroquois, especially as the latter were trading with the English and were 
consequently in alliance with them. The Iroquois responded by intensify
ing their attacks. 23 The French seem to have been spurred in their 
initiative by the fall of Huronia, an event that had taught them a bitter 
lesson: to arm their allies, even if not Christianized, if they expected them 
to withstand their common enemies, the Iroquois and the English. The 
French appear to have assumed, because of the remoteness of the Huron 
in the interior, that they could maintain them as allies and trading part
ners even while refusing to provide them with arms as long as they were 
not converted, in accordance with the Christian European ban against 
trading arms with the infidel. This policy, a consequence of Europe's 
centuries-old conflict with Islam, was most rigorously implemented in 
the New World by Spain. The French were more pragmatic; for instance, 
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they did not invoke the ban against the Abenaki, their only Amerindian 
allies who were fighting both English and Iroquois. 24 The Abenaki, on 
an exposed frontier vital to French interests, were never deprived of guns 
as the distant Huron had been. 25 

The English taking of Acadia in 1654 and the growing intensity of the 
French-Iroquois War severely restricted communication between French 
and Abenaki. It was not until France's repossession of Acadia in 1670 
that the French-Abenaki alliance that would become famous in colonial 
military history fully developed. The strategic importance of the position 
of the Abenaki between French and English and Iroquois was becoming 
only too evident as colonial rivalries escalated. Jean Talon (1626-1694), 
who as intendant of New France, 1665-68 and 1670-72, was one of the 
colony's most capable administrators, moved quickly to put the alliance 
on a firm footing. 26 

On the other side of the picture, the French were looking increasingly 
attractive to the Abenaki as English settlement pressures from the south 
intensified, in effect pushing many of them into the French orbit. The 
alliance with the Eastern Abenaki was further consolidated during the 
1670s when French officer Jean-Vincent d'Abbadie de Saint-Castin 
(1652-1707) married Pidianske (or Pidiwamiska), the daughter of the 
Penobscot sagamore Madockawando; 27 in 1684 the union was sanctified 
according to the Catholic rite. This had the effect of winding down the 
traditional hostility between Eastern Abenaki and the Micmac, as both 
were now allies of the French. The new situation did not produce unanimity 
within the Abenaki communities, however, and splits developed between 
pro-French and pro-English factions, leading to a new set of internal ten
sions that would increase with the quickening tempo of frontier warfare. 

The exodus of the Western Abenaki to Canada began as a trickle about 
this time. 28 It swelled into a major movement as a consequence of King 
Philip's War, 1675-76, "that cataclysm in New England history" 29 that 
destroyed the Amerindian presence in southern New England (the war 
was fought principally in Massachusetts and Connecticut) and helped to 
ignite the Maine War between the English and the Abenaki, despite the 
efforts of the latter to prevent it. Penobscot historian Frank T. Siebert 
has pointed out that this war, 1675-76, although coincidental in time with 
King Philip's War, was actually a separate event. The Abenaki fought 
for their own reasons and not in alliance with King Philip. 30 William 
Hubbard ( c.1621-1704) reflected contemporary colonial opinion when he 
wrote "there was a Design of a general rising of the Indians against the 
English, all over the Country"; however, Samuel G. Drake (1798-1875) 
in his later reassessment of the evidence did not agree. 31 Although 
opinions still differ, today there is growing support for Drake and Siebert's 
conclusions. 32 The Abenaki were in a difficult position: faced with 
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English intransigence, particularly in regard to settler encroachments upon 
their lands and the steady attrition of their subsistence base, they were 
forced to take sides. When the French-English colonial wars were added 
in 1689 to the ongoing English-Amerindian wars, it was the Abenaki who, 
with the French, laid waste New England's northern frontier. However, 
according to Thomas Charland, when the Iroquois began to intensify their 
attacks on the Abenaki, not all of the latter were pro-French; indeed, 
one group, considering itself allied with the English, turned to them for 
help. But the English proved reluctant, and so this opportunity for split
ting the Abenaki was lost. 3 3 If that actually happened, the Abenaki had 
been at the very least misinformed, as the English were already in league 
with the Iroquois. 

After the Maine War mention appears in the record of Abenaki and 
Loup presence on Lake Champlain; in French sources this begins in 1680 
when Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac et de Palluau (1622-1698), 
governor-general of New France 1672-1682 and 1689-1698, reported a 
clash between Mohawk and Sokoki in the region. 34 By 1682 the French 
had a mission on the lake. 35 This was not a movement into uninhabited 
lands, as some historians have maintained, although the region was a 
border area where hostilities had been active for some time; however, 
it is clear from the archaeological record that Amerindian presence was 
far from recent. When Champlain visited the region in 1609, he had found 
fields "rich in corn such as I have eaten in that country, along with other 
products in abundance." 36 The Sokoki were only one of several Abenaki 
bands in the area (the Sokoki appear to have been on the south shore 
of the St. Lawrence in the vicinity of St. Franc;:ois River at least since mid
seventeenth century, and perhaps much earlier). 37 They were preceded 
by Pennacooks filtering into Vermont and New Hampshire from the lower 
Merrimack River, in some cases resettling abandoned villages, such as 
Coos on the upper Connecticut. 38 Some groups scattered as far westward 
as Chambly, southeast of Montreal, where their settlement on the Richelieu 
River, an historic invasion route, helped secure New France against both 
Iroquois and English. Eastern as well as Western Abenaki also took refuge 
in the eastern reaches of the St. Lawrence Valley in what had once been 
their hunting territory. The White Mountains were another favored refuge, 
as the region allowed the Abenaki the freedom to harass their enemies 
from all directions because of its access to such rivers as the Connecticut, 
Saco, Merrimac, and Androscoggin, as well as a series of minor streams. 
It was also within easy reach of the Hudson and the St. Lawrence rivers 
as well as Lake Champlain. 39 The flow of refugees continued in waves 
until the final defeat of New France in 1760, with especially heavy 
influxes in 1722-1724 (English-Indian War) and 1744-1745 (King George's 
War). 
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As Sillery, next to Quebec, began to fill up, the Jesuits established a 
new mission-refuge in 1683, Saint-Frarn;:ois-de-Sales on the Chaudiere 
River (as distinct from Saint-Fran9ois mission on the St. Fran9ois River). 
The site was on an ancient north-south trading route still in use. Capitaliz
ing on this, Jesuits Jacques Bigot (1651-1711) and his brother Vincent 
( 1649-1720), both missionaries, were so successful in recruiting Abenaki 
that by 1689 the village counted six hundred inhabitants. 40 Sometime 
before 1700, the mission at Saint-Fran9ois-de-Sales was transferred to 
join the mission of St. Fran9ois on the St. Fran9ois River; the river was 
also an ancient trade route that had the added advantage of leading to 
favorite hunting grounds . Odanak, the Amerindian village at St. 
Fran9ois, mushroomed; in 1706, for example, Atecouando (fl . 1701-1726), 
principal chief of the Pigwackets, 41 led his entire village there. By the 
first decades of the eighteenth century, it was the largest Abenaki settle
ment in New France, numbering an estimated 1,300 in 1711. 42 The French 
would have liked to unite all the Abenaki at Odanak, which would have 
made it easier for them to control their not-always-complaisant allies; 
but the Abenaki were not amenable. Even so, by 1690, Jacques-Rene de 
Brisay, Marquis de Denonville, governor-general of New France 
1685-1689, reporting to Versailles, attributed French military successes 
on the New England frontier to the recruiting campaign of the Bigot 
brothers. The village would become a major source for Abenaki warriors 
for the border raids of the 1740s and 1750s. 43 

As has already been noted in the case of Chambly, not only 
humanitarian or missionary considerations led the French to welcome 
the refugees; by encouraging the new arrivals to settle in villages situated 
to act as buffers against invading Iroquois and English, they strengthened 
the defenses of New France. 44 An inadvertent side-effect of this policy 
was to facilitate the growing contraband fur trade between New France 
and the English colonies in which both the Abenaki and the Iroquois of 
Kanawake (Caughnawaga) were active participants. 45 By this time, 
however, officialdom was more immediately concerned with the 
exigencies of war. Thus the goals of church and state now coincided, and 
the old objections that the Abenakis competed with the French in the 
fur trade and even deflected furs to the English were no longer seen as 
important. Instead, Versailles urged the colony to make every effort by 
whatever means necessary to lure the Abenaki away from the English 
and to encourage raids against the latter. 46 

The success of the missionaries in developing Amerindian alliances 
illustrates how effectively the French enlisted the religious sentiments of 
the Amerindians in their cause. Jesuit Joseph Aubery (1673-1756) 
wrote: "Religion has up till now been the only motive that has made the 
Abenaki French, and as soon as there are no more missionaries they will 



89 

become English and will be capable by themselves of putting the English 
in possession of the whole country at the first war." Among other mis
sionaries who voiced this sentiment was Pierre-Antoine-Simon Maillard 
(c.1710-1762), "Apostle to the Micmacs," who observed that "religion is 
the only thing capable of making them [Amerindians] tractable and docile." 
Charlevoix concurred, even as he remarked that this flew in the face of 
the general belief that Amerindians were incapable of fully converting 
to Christianity. 4 7 High officials, such as Joseph de Monbeton de Brouillan 
dit Saint-Ovide, governor of Ile Royale, 1718-1737, shared this 
conviction. 48 

More than missionary enterprise was needed, however, to ensure 
Amerindian support: as the French were keenly aware, it also meant not 
disturbing their allies on their lands. In 1665 Louis XIV (1638-1715) had 
instructed Daniel Remy de Courcelle (1626-1698), governor-general of 
New France, 1665-1672, "not to usurp the lands on which they 
[Amerindians] habitually reside on the pretext they would be improved 
by the French. "49 In the colonies and especially in the case of the Abenaki, 
maintenance of their alliance meant that the French had "to admit or pre
tend to admit their right to the country they occupy." so That this was 
not extended to recognition of Amerindian sovereignty internationally 
would become clear in the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) when the French 
ceded Acadia to the English without defining its borders and without men
tioning its aboriginal inhabitants. 

In the meantime, some of the practical exigencies of maintaining 
alliances aroused concern. Particularly contentious was the extent to which 
the French should adapt to Amerindian ways of doing things. According 
to an eighteenth-century observer, "what has, at least, an equal share in 
attaching the savages to our party, is the connivance, or rather the en
couragement the French government has given to the natives of New 
France, to fall into the savage way of life, to spread themselves through 
the savage nations, where they adopt their manners, range the woods with 
them, and become as keen hunters as themselves." 5 1 Such adaptability 
caused concern in some circles about losing sight of la mission civilisatrice, 
particularly during the early days of the colony when intermarriage 
between French and Amerindian was frequent. 52 

The French were successful enough in luring Amerindians to their side 
that the English began a counter campaign. They had two effective 
weapons in their diplomatic armory: the promise of better deals in trade 
than the French could provide, and, of more importance, the fact that 
the French had ceded Amerindian lands in the Treaty of Utrecht without 
consulting or even informing their native allies. Spreading the word about 
the treaty's terms as much as they could, the English invited Abenaki who 
had migrated to New France to return to their ancestral lands. For 
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example, in 1713, at a conference with delegates from the Penobscot and 
Kennebec rivers, the English told the gathering, "We expect you will draw 
your remaining Indians from Canada into their own places upon English 
grounds, where they will be dealt with fairly." 53 Such appeals fell upon 
receptive ears, as the Abenaki shared with the Micmac a stunned disbelief 
of the actions of their French allies. In words that would become all too 
familiar in later confrontations, the Amerindians asked, "by what right 
did the French give away a country that did not belong to them" and which 
the Amerindians had no intentions of quitting? 54 The English thus were 
able to persuade some refugees to return, particularly those who hoped 
that accommodation was possible, or at least worth a try. Among these 
were the Eastern Abenaki chiefs Mog (c.1663-1724) of Norridgewock and 
Atecouando; their efforts led to the Treaty of Portsmouth in 1713 and 
the beginnings of the counter-migratory movement from Canada . 
Atecouando set an example, bringing his people back to Pigwacket a 
decade after they had left for the St. Frarn;ois River. 

French colonial officials, for their part, regretted the Treaty of Utrecht; 
in the words of Philippe de Rigaud de Vaudreuil (c .1643-1725), governor
general of New France, 1703-1725, "war with England was more favorable 
to us than the peace." 5 5 They tried to recoup lost ground by arguing that 
the English in New England were "encroaching on their [Abenaki] 
territory and establishing themselves contrary to the Law of Nations, in 
a country of which the said Indians have been from all time in posses
sion." 56 As for their own presence in Amerindian territories, the French 
pointed to their alliances to claim that they were there with the permis
sion of the natives. This was an argument they had once used against 
Portuguese claims in Brazil. With this type of encouragement, chiefs such 
as Wowurna (fl. 1670-1738) of Norridgewock rejected the British claim 
to sovereignty over his people; others who had gone to Canada reacted 
by returning to their ancestral homes and reasserting their sovereignty, 
even in the midst of growing English settlement. This was at least partly 
what the British were working for, although they never accepted 
Amerindian claims to sovereignty, as they considered the Abenaki to be 
subjects. It was certainly not what the French were aiming at: they would 
have preferred to keep the Abenaki as a fighting force within their 
colony, where they would have been easier to control. 

The French, with strategic reasons in mind, and also concerned with 
countering English maneuvers, tried to attract Micmac and Eastern 
Abenaki to settle at Ile Royale (Cape Breton) . They had no success, 
however, despite the efforts of the younger Saint-Castin, Bernard-Anselme 
(1689-1720), the half-Abenaki son of Jean-Vincent. Quite apart from the 
fact that the Amerindians did not consider the island good hunting 
territory, the Abenaki took strong exception to the proposal that they 
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be dislocated for the political expediency of their allies. 57 In another 
instance, the French sought to play on the Abenaki's desire for vengeance 
to get them to settle on the Nicholas River, in Canada but within easy 
striking distance of the English. The answer was a firm rejection, on the 
grounds that the Abenaki had already been hit hard by the English, and 
that if vengeance were to be sought, it would be from their traditional 
villages. 5 8 

From all this it is evident that although the French did their best to 
transform the Abenaki into agents for their imperial interests, the 
Amerindians were far from being mere pawns in their hands. When the 
English accused Sauguaaram (also known as Loron or Loron Arexus, 
fl. 1724-51), a Penobscot chief, of taking up the hatchet at the instigation 
of the French, he replied, "We are a free people ." And indeed, 
Sauguaaram's record was one of persistent attempts to balance the in
terests of his own people against those of both English and French. 59 

The French also intensified their efforts to neutralize English commer
cial superiority. Their most effective means for achieving this was by 
carefully observing the annual distribution of "gifts" (food, merchandise 
of all sorts, as well as guns, ammunition, and other weaponry) by which 
their alliances were maintained; according to Vaudreuil, "we treat our 
Indians as Allies, and not as subjects. " 60 In 1725 they budgeted 4,000 livres 
for this purpose, and the figure grew steadily each year until the final 
defeat of France in North America. The village of Nashwaak (Naxouat, 
Natchouak, originally Micmac but at this epoch Maliseet) at the confluence 
of the Nashwaak and St. John rivers, where the French built Fort Saint
Joseph (c.1692), became a principal center for these occasions. After the 
final fall of Acadia to the English in 1710, distributions took place at 
such nearby locations as Port-la-Joie (Charlottetown, Prince Edward 
Island) to ensure that those allies now under English domination could 
come for their share. These events, essentially Amerindian in their ritual 
character, were often combined with awards of titles and medals by which 
the French enlisted the Amerindian penchant for honor and prestige. It 
would be difficult to overstate the importance the French attached to these 
ceremonies. Vaudreuil had no doubt that France's ability to maintain a 
presence in the Northeast was due to the Abenaki, and Versailles 
agreed. 61 Without such measures to maintain the alliance, it was feared 
that it would "not be long before they were wholly attached to them [the 
English]." 62 As the colonial wars progressed, the French became steadi
ly more dependent upon their allies, especially the Abenaki. 63 

This situation meant that at times Abenaki goals were paramount. For 
instance, a Penobscot delegation to Quebec in 1702 was more interested 
in obtaining goods at a fair price than in taking up arms against the English, 
which was the concern of the French; they won their trade concessions. 
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On the other hand, some of the Abenaki battles against the British con
cerned the French only in a general way. We have already seen this in 
the case of the Maine War, 1675-1676; the situation was repeated during 
the virulent three-year struggle that preceded the English destruction of 
the Eastern Abenaki town of Norridgewock (Narantsouak) in 1724 64 and 
the defeat of the Pigwacket in 1725. That conflict is variously labeled 
the English-Indian War, Dummer's War, Rale's War, or Lovewell's War. 
Its opening can be dated to an ultimatum issued in 1721 by the Abenaki 
to Samuel Shute (1662-1742), governor of Massachusetts, 1716-1727, in 
which the Amerindians asserted their sovereignty over the territories east 
of the Connecticut River, but said the English who were there could re
main, provided no more came. 65 Rather than seeing this as an effort at 
compromise, the English regarded it as insolence that had been encouraged 
by French missionaries, especially Rale; the response of Massachusetts 
was to declare war in 1722. 66 Some recognized that the Abenaki had a 
legitimate position; for example, Col. Samuel Partridge of Hatfield, in 
a letter dated 20 April 1724, urged that justice be done to the Abenaki 
and the war stopped. 67 The signing of the treaty at Boston in 1725 and 
its ratification at Falmouth in 1727 proceeded despite belated French at
tempts to prevent it. 

Although Norridgewock soon rose again from its ashes (in 1725 fifty 
Abenaki were reported to be living there), its burning had been a turning 
point. This was exactly what the French had feared when they did their 
best to prevent the Abenaki from returning to a place so close to the 
English. 68 Their defeat had been a bitter pill for the Abenaki to swallow, 
particularly as they felt that their French allies had let them down; since 
Utrecht they had been effectively on their own. When they sought help 
in 1720 from Vaudreuil, the French governor had been constrained by 
his instructions (England and France being officially at peace) from 
responding with the wholeheartedness that the Abenaki expected, caus
ing them seriously to doubt his good faith . 69 The French had sent guns 
and ammunition, as well as Amerindian allies, but not troops, as the 
Abenaki had requested. This was not the only occasion when the Abenaki 
were less than impressed with their treatment at the hands of the French; 
for instance, a group complained to Vaudreuil that Louis Joseph, 
Marquis de Montcalm (1712-1759), lieutenant-general of the French forces 
in New France, 1758-1759, had been rude to them. 70 Such a charge could 
be serious, as the allies were quite capable of refusing to join French war 
expeditions if they did not like the treatment they received. One such oc
casion, involving Maliseet warriors, was reported in 1757. 71 The English, 
not perceiving the delicacy of the French position, did not take advan
tage of it; instead pursuing an aggressive policy vis-a-vis the Abenaki, 
they tricked one of their chiefs, Joseph d'Abbadie de Saint-Castin (fl 
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1720-1746), an older brother of Bernard-Anselme, and carried him off 
captive. Five months later the English had to release the prisoner to calm 
the angry Abenaki reaction. 72 

It was not surprising that in this tangle of actions and reactions there 
were those, such as Gray Lock of Missisquoi (fl. 1675-1740), who 
refused to agree to the 1725 peace and continued fighting, although on 
a reducing scale, until the final defeat of the French was confirmed by 
the Treaty of Paris in 1763. 7 3 The reduction in active hostilities was due 
to the Amerindians' war-weariness rather than to loss of conviction as 
to their rights. For example, Atecouando (fl. 1749-57) of Odanak in 1752 
challenged the authority of the British to survey Abenaki lands without 
the natives' permission, adding: "We forbid you very expressly to kill 
a single beaver or to take a single stick of wood on the lands we live on. 
If you want wood, we will sell it to you, but you shall not have it without 
our permission." 74 But the direction of events was clear, and ratifica
tions of the 1725 peace had continued as one group after another laid 
down arms despite continued violations of their lands. Such an act did 
not guarantee that the violations would cease or even that their persons 
would be respected; the Norridgewock sachem Nodogawerrimet (d. 1765), 
for instance, was killed and robbed by English hunters who were never 
apprehended, despite the fact he had persistently worked for peaceful 
coexistence. 7 5 

The two colonizing powers, France and England, had come to North 
America with different sets of goals. The French had commercial enter
prise on their minds and began developing the fisheries and the fur trade. 
Although the coastal Abenaki had been as skilled sea-hunters as the 
Micmac and Maliseet, their territories had been too far distant from the 
fishing grounds frequented by Europeans for a significant cooperative 
commercial enterprise to develop in that regard; and the fur trade, except 
for a brief period, was of secondary interest that far south. 76 The English 
had come as farmers and found Abenaki agricultural lands attractive. 
As a result, there was an almost immediate collision between the two types 
of agricultural communities, English farmer-colonizer and native farmer
hunter; there were no ameliorating circumstances to prevent it. 7 7 In the 
meantime the French, who had not found the Abenaki particularly in
teresting commercially, realized the military value of their unique strategic 
position vis-a-vis themselves and their two principal rivals, the English 
and the Iroquois. Vaudreuil put it succinctly: "By uniting with the 
Abenakis and Micmaks, we should be in a position to recover . . . all 
we have lost in the East by the Treaty of Utrecht." Further, by winning 
the cooperation of the Abenaki, the French "shall have completely pro
vided for the security of Canada." 7 8 

Charles de Beauharnois de La Boische, governor-general of New France, 
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1726-1747, described the role of the Abenaki in French colonial policy: "It 
is highly important to preserve the Indians attached as they have always 
been to France; the English have been deterred from forming any settle
ment in Acadia solely to the dread of these Indians; and though the latter 
do in one respect embarass the French, whose cattle they from time to 
time even publicly carry off for their support, the French are not sorry 
to see them residing in the Province, and themselves, as it were, under 
their protection." 79 Thus, it is apparent that the French were not as cer
tain of their Amerindian alliances as historical legend would have it. 
Historian Hubbard was more perceptive than most of his New England 
compatriots: "As for the French in Canada ... they are not themselves 
so secure of the Indians they deal with as to be forward to set themselves 
against us." 80 What had started out as a commercial venture for the 
French ended up as the most politically important of all their Amerindian 
alliances in New France. 

There were those among the Abenaki who were clear-sighted enough 
to realize that neither warfare nor taking sides with one colonial power 
against the other was the answer to their difficulties and who worked for 
a peaceful resolution of their situation. 81 An outstanding example was 
Wenemouet (d. 1730), a Penobscot chief, described as "a well looking 
man, more like a frenchman than an Indian," who sought to avoid special 
arrangements with either of the colonizing powers and to negotiate working 
relationships with both. Unfortunately, such efforts were undermined by 
continuing settler encroachments, which were playing into the hands of 
the French working to maintain their Abenaki alliance on a war footing. 
Because of such goals the French reacted violently to an Abenaki initiative 
to establish relations with the Fox of the Great Lakes area. The Pigwacket 
chief Nescambiouit (c. 1660-1722), who had been taken to France and 
honored by Louis XIV for his efforts in the French cause, in 1716 went 
to live with the Fox, whose recent defeat had not reconciled them to French 
penetration into the West. Nescambiouit was one of several Abenaki chiefs 
who had realized that the Amerindians' only hope of curbing European 
expansion lay in united action - a conclusion that would later be arrived 
at by such leaders as Pontiac of the Ottawa (1712 / 25-1769) and 
Tecumseh of the Shawnee (c.1768-1813). The French were able to abort 
Nescambiouit's initiative, as well as those of his associates, but were so 
worried by them that they curtailed Abenaki travel into the pays d'en haul, 
unless with French. 82 The Abenaki had played important roles in voyages 
of exploration, such as those of Rene Robert Cavelier de La Salle on the 
Mississippi in the 1670s and 1680s, and in military expeditions such as 
those of Joseph-Antoine Le Febvre de La Barre (1622-1688) in 1684 and 
Denonville in 1687, both to the region of the Great Lakes. 83 In fact, it 
appears that the Abenaki were almost as active in the colonial wars of 
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the Old Northwest as they were in the northeast. In I 720, when the Abenaki 
and the Iroquois exchanged wampum belts, the French moved quickly 
to stop the peace negotiations, as they believed that otherwise "the 
colony would be lost," 84 even though they themselves had signed a peace 
with the Iroquois in Montreal in 1701. A pan-Amerindian alliance could 
only have worked against the French, as indeed it would have done against 
any European colonizer. 

For the Abenaki, the French connection meant making the best of a 
bad predicament. Caught as they were in circumstances that defied their 
most creative efforts in war and in peace, it is not surprising that they 
were eventually overwhelmed. Until recently, it was believed that the 
only Eastern Abenaki to survive in their traditional territories was a 
remnant of the Penobscot. It has become apparent, however, that not 
all Abenaki withdrew into the interior as English settlers preempted their 
lands; some chose to remain. But the cost was high, as they could only 
do so through an anonymity that amounted to a loss of identity. It was 
in Canada, outside of their ancestral lands, where they were drawn by 
their French alliance, that most Abenaki were able to maintain their 
identity and to survive as a people today. 
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