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rive through New
England today and
you'll find few re-

minders of King Philip’s War,
yet in the seventeenth centu-
ry this bloody affair sent the
colonies there reeling. Ac-
cording to a post-war dam-
age report, 800 colonists
died, 1,200 homes were
burned, and 8,000 cattle
were killed. The same re-
port estimated that 3,000
Native Americans died be-
cause of the conflict. The
white settlements eventual-
ly recovered, but the re-
gion’s Indian population

that had been very beneficial
to the Plymouth Colony. Earli-
er that year Massasoit had
signed a treaty with the Pilgrim
governor promising to give aid
and allowing for mutual
protection against enemies.
The agreement proved crucial
to the survival of the English
colonists during their first win-
ters in the New World and
laid the foundation for 40
years of peace between the
Wampanoags and the colony.

That peace had begun to
show signs of strain by the
time Massasoit died in 1661.
In 1620 the Wampanoag

never did. Many Indian sur-
vivors were enslaved and sent to the West Indies,
while others migrated west or north.

In accounts of the conflict, two men stand out. One
of them was Metacom, whom the colonists mocking-
ly called King Philip. He was the son of Massasoit, the
grand sachem of the Wampanoag Confederacy who
had helped the Pilgrims after they reached Plymouth
in 1620. Increasingly embittered by the colonists’
treatment of his people, Philip eventually launched an
angry war against the settlers. Opposing him was Ben-
jamin Church. Born in Plymouth in 1639, Church
came to appreciate Indians and their ways—one of
the main reasons he was so effective at battling them.

Among the most cherished stories of early Amer-
ican history is the account of the Pilgrims sharing their
Thanksgiving feast with Native Americans in 1621.

The celebration marked a milestone in a partnership, ;.

Confederacy of around 50
Algonquin bands stretched across southeastern Mass-
achusetts from eastern Narragansett Bay in Rhode
Island to the western end of Cape Cod, including the
islands of Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket. Over the
years, however, as more Europeans arrived, Massasoit
traded parcels of his people’s land to keep the peace,
slowly whittling away Wampanoag territory. The Ply-
mouth Colony began with 102 settlers; by 1662 some
40,000 colonists lived in four New England colonies
and outhumbered the Indian population by about two
to one. Europeans and Indians clashed frequently over
land, despite Massasoit’s land trades.

The situation worsened shortly after Massasoit died
and his son Wamsutta—known to the colonists as
Alexander—became grand sachem. In 1662 Major
Josiah Winslow seized Alexander and demanded he
make an exclusive land-sale arrangement with the Ply-
mouth Colony. While on his way home after being in-
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Ever—growing tension between New England’s colonies and the region’s
Native Americans finally reached the breaking point in 1675. During the
resulting bloodshed of King Philip’s War, one colonial militiaman used

his knowledge of Indians to help defeat them.

£

Known to colonists as
King Philip, the
Wampanoag sachem
Metacom led a doomed
attempt to force the Eng-
lish settlers out of New
England. Opposite: Ben-
jamin Church played an
important role in the vic-
tory over Philip, but his
outspoken criticisms of
colonial policy created
enemies.
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terrogated by Plymouth officials,
Alexander grew sick and died. The
Wampanoags suspected foul play, and
relations between Indians and col-
onists deteriorated further.

After Alexander’s death, his 24-year-
old younger brother Metacom, or
Philip, became sachem. He, too, soon
became entangled in Plymouth
Colony’s demands for land. Once in
1667 and twice in 1671, Plymouth au-
thorities summoned Philip to appear
before them and answer conspiracy
charges. Each time he was humiliated
and forced to admit guilt and surrender
his firearms. On the last occasion colo-
nial officials coerced Philip to agree
not to sell Wampanoag land without
first seeking their council. As Philip’s
anger and frustration grew, he began
quietly to forge alliances with neigh-
boring tribes. Aside from land griev-
ances, Indian sachems united in their
resentment of Christian proselytizing,
which frequently pitted “Pravine
Indians” against non-converts.

The relationship between the two
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Governor Josiah Winslow recognized Church'’s military abilities
and in June 1676 asked him to raise a force of colonists and In-
dians to fight Philip.

sides continued its downward spiral. In
the fall of 1674 John Sassamon, a
Christian Indian and Philip’s one-time
secretary, warned Josiah Winslow, now
Plymouth’s governor, that trouble was
brewing. The following January Sassa-
mon was found dead under the ice of
Assawompset Pond in Middleboro.
Though the initial verdict determined
he had drowned, some colonists sus-
pected murder. And in June three
Wampanoags close to Philip were
summarily tried, convicted, and exe-
cuted for Sassamon’s murder—from
the testimony of a single Christian Indi-
an who happened to owe money to
one of the accused.

The time had come for the Indians to
act. On Sunday June 20, 1675, a band
of Wampanoag warriors attacked live-
stock and looted farms in Swansea near
Philip’s home on Mount Hope peninsu-
la. Although no one was injured, Gov-
ernor Winslow prepared for an upris-
ing. The Indians, however, wanted the
colonists to spill the first blood. They
got their wish three days later when an

English youth shot and mortally
wounded a marauding Indian. The
Wampanoags struck back on June 24
when a band ambushed a handful of
Englishmen in Swansea. Benjamin
Church recorded that the Indians had
“exercised more than brutish barbari-
ties; beheading, dismembering and
mangling” some of the bodies in the
most “inhumane manner.” King Philip’s
War had begun.

Church was one of the first to volun-
teer when Plymouth and its neighbor-
ing colonies of Rhode Island and
Massachusetts Bay called for a militia
to be raised. Unlike most of his con-
temporaries, Church had developed
friendships with Native Americans and
worked to understand and learn from
those who lived near his frontier home
at Sakonnet (today’s Little Compton,
Rhode Island). In fact, Church was so
friendly with the Sakonnet Indians that
rumors circulated he was romantically
involved with their female sachem,
Awashonks. But rather than inhibiting
his ability to war against the Indians,
Church’s close relationships proved ad-
vantageous. During the conflict others
would command in bigger battles, but
Church’s campaigns were more suc-
cessful. As Puritan clergyman Cotton
Mather noted, “[S]ome of his achieve-
ments were truly so magnanimous and
extraordinary” that Church is remem-
bered as the war’s most successful
colonial military leader.

Philip moved quickly after Swansea.
He launched attacks further inland at Re-
hoboth and Taunton, then retreated to his
stronghold at Mount Hope. Colonial
troops under Major Thomas Savage
tracked him there and attacked the Indi-
ans on June 30, but by then Philip had al-
ready slipped away west across Mount
Hope Bay and into the land of the Pocas-
set Indians. Since the Pocasset sachem
was Weetamoo, Alexander’s widow and
Philip’s sister-in-law, Philip planned to
form an alliance there,

Church recommended waging an ag-
gressive offensive, but Savage decided
to stay put and build a fort on the
peninsula. Church was not content to
wait and set out with 20 men into
Pocasset territory, where he hoped to
convince Weetamoo to abandon
Philip. His expedition almost ended in



disaster when Indians attacked his
small band on July 8. In the ensuing
Pease Field Fight, the Indians pushed
Church and his men back until they
were trapped against the Sakonnet Riv-
er. For nearly six hours the colonists
kept up a desperate defense. A colonial
patrol boat attempted a rescue, but In-
dian fire drove it away, leaving Church
and his men “to shift for themselves”
with night falling and powder running
low. Finally a sloop under the com-
mand of Captain Roger Goulding came
to their aid. Goulding maneuvered so
close to shore that “his sails, color, and
stern were full of bullet holes.” As the
“sloop’s company kept the Indians in
play,” other crewmembers sent a small
canoe to fetch Church’s command. Be-
fore Church took his turn to cross, he
insisted on turning back to retrieve his
hat and cutlass. As he climbed into the
canoe, an enemy bullet grazed his hair.
None of his men were wounded, and
Church later claimed his small force
had kept 300 Indians at bay.

As Church battled Wampanoags in
Pease Field, Indians attacked and
burned Middleboro, while Mat-
tapoisett warriors destroyed most of
Dartmouth in Plymouth Colony. More
Indian bands joined Philip’s uprising,
and the conflict spilled beyond Ply-
mouth and into Massachusetts Bay

when Nipmuck Indians assaulted
Mendon on July 14. Colonial officials
attempted to coax or coerce Indian
tribes into alliance treaties, but their ef-
forts only heightened long-held resent-
ments, and in some instances, pushed
neutral tribes to Philip’s cause.

European understanding of Indian
warfare proved equally lacking. Accord-
ing to a contemporary account by
Reverend William Hubbard, the white
commanders “thus far are pretty sharply
criticized by Captain Church, and appar-
ently with justice. And probably his frank
and honest outspoken manner will
explain why he was not sooner in impor-
tant commands.” Church lost even more
points by criticizing colonial officials
who refused to honor terms that had
prompted some 160 Indians to surrender
after the Dartmouth attack. Instead, the
authorities had the Indians sold into slav-
ery and sent out of the country, “[a]n
action so hateful” to Church that he “op-
pos'd it to the loss of the good will and
respect of some that before were his
good friends.” If they had kept the terms
and treated the Indians fairly, Church
said, others would have surrendered and
it “would have been a good step towards
finishing the war.”

Following the Pocasset Swamp Fight
on July 19, colonial forces sent Philip
retreating, but they hesitated to pursue

Although greatly outnumbered at
the Pease Field Fight, Church man-
aged to escape with his force intact.

him into what Hubbard called the
“Mire and Dirt” of the “Dark Swamp.”
Instead they opted to build another fort
and try to keep the Indians hemmed in.
Philip had other plans. At low tide, he
and some 150 warriors slipped across
the Taunton River and headed north-
west to Nipmuck territory, “altogether
unknown to the English Forces that lay
encamped on the other side of the
swamp.” Church complained, “The
army now lay still to cover the people
from nobody, while they were building
a fort for nothing.” Instead of capturing
Philip and ending the war, the colo-
nials found only women and children,
many of whom were sold into slavery.

Raids on English settlements contin-
ued, ending any hope that the uprising
would soon end. Colonial authorities
officially declared war on the
Wampanoag on September 9, 1675,
and set about raising a 1,000-man
army. During the following two months
the war spread to Abenaki tribes to the
north, while Norwottock, Pocumtuck,
and Agawam warriors joined the war in
the southern New England colonies. As
the weather turned colder, the Indian
nations went to winter camps to plan
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A Captive in King Philip’s War

“Some in our house were fighting for their lives, others wallowing in their blood, the house
on fire over our heads, and the bloody heathen ready to knock us on the head if we stirred
out,” wrote Mary Rowlandson about the events of February 10, 1676. At sunrise on that day,
Narragansett and Nipmuck Indians raided Lancaster, Massachusetts. They burned most of
the town, killed more than 35 villagers, and took 24 captives, including 41-year-old Row-
landson and her three children. Mary spent 11 weeks and five days in captivity before she was
freed for a ransom of £20. In 1682 her account of the experience was published posthu-
mously, the first example of a uniquely American genre called the captivity narrative.

Mary’s captors soon separated her from her children and sold them all into slavery. Al-
though the Narragansett sachem who bought Mary did not mistreat her, she suffered great
hardship as her captors’ fortunes declined. She often went hungry and many times saw Indi-
ans “eat that, that a hog or a dog would hardly touch.” The Indians frequently moved to evade
colonial troops, and during her captivity Mary traveled some 150 miles. After one forced
march she was taken to meet Metacom, or King Philip, who “bade me come in and sit down,
and asked me whether | would smoke . . .." Another time he asked Mary to make a shirt and
cap for his son and invited her for dinner. “| went, and he gave me a pancake, about as big as
two fingers; it was made of parched wheat, beaten, and fried in bear’s grease, but | thought |
never tasted pleasanter meat in my life.”

Their paths crossed again on another march. Mary felt “almost spent, | thought | should
have sunk down at last, and never gotten out; but . . . Philip, who was in the company, came
up and took me by the hand, and said: Two weeks more and you shall be Mistress again.” The
price for her ransom had been set and partially paid when Philip met her for the last time and
tried to get in on the action. He told her that for two coats, 20 shillings, seed corn, and to-
bacco she could go free. Mary “thanked him for his love: but | knew the good news as well as
the crafty fox.” She was released on May 2, 1676. Her two eldest children were returned
shortly afterwards, but Mary was troubled for the rest of her days about the death of her 6-
year-old daughter, who had been wounded during their capture. Mary died in 1678.
—Allyson Patton

for the following spring.

The powerful Narragansett tribe in
Rhode Island remained neutral. But ru-
mor had it that the Narraganselts
planned to join Philip, so on December
19, 1,000 colonial troops made a pre-
emptive attack on the tribe’s palisaded
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winter village in the swamps of central
Rhode Island. In a massacre similar to
the Pequot War of 1637, the Great
Swamp Fight ended with approximate-
ly 80 English killed as opposed to some
600 Indians dead, mostly women and
children. The English claimed a great

military victory, but the real triumph
was the destruction of the Indians’ win-
ter provisions. The battle itself, howev-
er, ended the Narragansetts’ neutrality
and brought more than 3,000 warriors
to Philip’s cause. It also cost the
colonies the services of Captain
Church, who had led a flanking drive
that helped carry the day, but was shot
in the thigh during the fight and re-
turned home to Sakonnet to mend.

Philip and his followers, mean-
while, had gone to winter in New York,
where they hoped to find recruits and
supplies. New York’s Governor Ed-
mund Andros feared the war would
spread to his colony, so he urged the
Mohawks, traditionally enemies of the
Wampanoags, to attack Philip’s forces.
The Mohawks obliged. In February
1676 they attacked and killed all but 40
of Philip’s 450 men. It was a devastat-
ing blow, and Philip returned to the
New England colonies shortly after-
ward in a much-weakened state.

Nevertheless, in the spring Philip’s
allies unleashed a series of attacks
against Massachusetts Bay Colony,
striking to within 10 miles of Boston,
and deep into Plymouth. On March
29, 1676, an attack destroyed Provi-
dence, Rhode Island. Nature too
seemed to conspire against the
colonies as an unidentified epidemic
struck the English. Boston merchant
Richard Wharton lamented that unless
something changed “these colonies
will soon be ruined.”

Yet, despite their victories, Philip’s
allies suffered heavy losses from which
they could not recover as easily as the
colonists. Also taking a toll was the
wholesale disruption of Indian life—
unable to plant, fish, or harvest, the
tribes began to run out of food. Indians
started deserting to forage and plant
crops. The colonists had also gained
the upper hand by following Church’s
example and using friendly natives to
assist them. It was an Indian who cap-
tured Narragansett sachem Canonchet,
arguably the shrewdest war leader in
Philip’s alliance. His execution in April
was debilitating to morale. Philip’s al-
lies, faced with increasingly bad news,
considered killing the Wampanoag
sachem and sending his head to the



. # APocasset Indian named Alder- =
_man fired-the bullet that killed ~
«"_“Philip. Church'called Alderman’s =
betrayal of Philip “Divine
Vengeance.”

BROWN BROTHERS
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King Philip’s Club

Tradition has it that a war club on display at
the Fruitlands Indian Museum in Harvard,
Massachusetts, belonged to King Philip.
Sometime in the early 1700s it came into
the possession of Reverend John Checkley,
an Anglican clergyman who served as a
missionary to Rhode Island Indians.
According to museum records, Checkley
obtained the club from the Indian who had
killed Philip in 1676, trading a gold watch
for it and two other items. The weapon
stayed in the Checkley family until
Fruitlands founder Clara Endicott Sears
acquired it in 1930. In 1970 the club was
stolen and remained missing for 24 years,
until a collector bought it for $125 at an
estate sale in 1994. The purchaser returned
it to the museum the following year.
According to Fruitlands curator Michael
Volmar, the weapon’s condition, method of
manufacture, and its wampum decoration
all indicate that the club was indeed crafted
by a Native American sometime during the
seventeenth century.

—Allyson Patton

English as a peace overture.

When Church returned to the war in
June 1676 after a six-month convales-
cence, Governor Winslow asked him
to raise a force of 200 irregular
troops—60 Englishmen and 140
Indians, including a number of
Wampanoags. If he “took a fancy”
to some Indians and they agreed to
“behave themselves well,” Church
promised “to do well by them, and
they should be his [soldiers] and not
sold out of the country.” To those who
showed reluctance, he would employ
his powers of persuasion. “Come,
come, you look wild and surly, and
mutter, but that signifies nothing,” he
would say. “These, my best soldiers
were a little while ago as wild and
surly as you are now. By that time you
have been but one day along with me,
you’ll love me too, and be as brisk as
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any of them.” His tactics worked, and
Church’s contemporaries marveled at
his success in recruiting Indians.

The colonials gained further victories
in June and July, and bands of war-weary
Indians surrendered en masse. Church
persuaded Sakonnet sachem Awashonks
to leave Philip during an evening of rum
drinking. As their allies deserted, the
remnants of Wampanoag resistance re-
treated to Mount Hope. Forces under
Church and Major William Bradford be-
gan closing in on Philip. For a time Philip
eluded his pursuers, but Church cap-
tured his wife and nine-year-old-son,
who were later sold into slavery.

Church’s breakthrough came on Au-
gust 11 when a Pocasset named Alder-
man offered to lead him to Philip’s
camp on the southwest side of Mount
Hope. According to Church, Alderman
said Philip had killed his brother in a fit
of anger for suggesting that the fugitive
band of Wampanoags surrender. Alder-
man wanted to help kill Philip so “that
he might revenge his brother’s death.”

That night Church’s men followed Al-
derman to a site deep in the swamps
near Philip’s camp. Church quietly dis-
tributed his men around the enemy. He
ordered Roger Goulding, the same
Goulding who had rescued Church from
Pease Field, to take a detachment of men
and crawl silently to the perimeter of
Philip’s camp. They were to remain there
until the enemy discovered them at day-
break. The resulting uproar would be the
signal for the rest of the men to attack
and chase the Indians into the swamp.

Church, “knowing it was Philip’s
custom to be foremost in flight,” sent
Alderman and English colonist Caleb
Cook to hide behind some trees along
Philip’s most likely path of escape and
“charged them to be careful of them-
selves, and of hurting their friends: And
to fire at any that should come silently
through the swamp.”

All did not go according to plan.
One of Philip’s men rose early, and
Goulding, thinking he had been dis-
covered (“though probably ‘twas but
his conceit,” Church noted), fired.
Church’s concealed men followed suit.
The trap had been sprung too soon.
Philip and his men dashed to the safe-
ty of the swamp. In the “foremost” was
Philip, who at the first gunshot had tak-

en time only to throw “his petunk and
powder horn over his head and
catched up his gun” before fleeing.

Philip ran directly into Cook and Al-
derman. Cook tried to fire, but his gun
failed to discharge. Alderman shot his
gun, and according to Church the
Wampanoag sachem was struck through
the heart. He fell dead in the mud, his
gun still in his hands. A few stragglers
continued fighting, but the Wampanoag
uprising was effectively over.

Church ordered the “doleful, great,
naked, dirty beast” to be beheaded
and quartered. “Forasmuch as he has
caused many an Englishman’s body to
lie unburied and rot above the ground,
that not one of his bones should be
buried.” Church gave Alderman one of
Philip’s hands as a reward, which he
kept preserved in a jar of rum and
showed for a fee. Philip’s head was tak-
en to Plymouth and mounted on a
pole. It remained there for 20 years.

Benjamin Church’s military career
did not end in the swamps of Rhode
Island, nor did he cease creating
controversy. While Church fought as
a colonial militia officer in Nova
Scotia during Queen Anne’s War,
some French prisoners in his custody
were clubbed to death, and the inci-
dent hastened his retirement in
1704. He died in January 1718 after
a riding accident. His son Thomas
used Church’s papers to compile a
memoir and help rehabilitate his
father’s image. Published in 1716 as
Entertaining Passages Relating to
Philip’s War which Began in the
Month of June, 1675, it enjoyed great
popularity and kept Church’s ex-
ploits in the public’s eye long after
his naysayers had been forgotten.©

Michael Westaway McCue is a gradu-
ate student in political science at
Bridgewater State College in Massa-
chusetts.

For another story about the
conflict between early
colonists and American In-
dians, read “The Missing Women of
Martin’s Hundred,” by J. Frederick
Fausz. You can find it on TheHisto-
ryNet, http:www.thehistorynet.com

starting April 29.
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