
In the North American English colonies, the pattern was set early, as Columbus had set it in the 
islands of the Bahamas. In 1585, before there was any permanent English settlement in Virginia, Richard 
Grenville landed there with seven ships. The Indians he met were hospitable, but when one of them 
stole a small silver cup, Grenville sacked and burned the whole Indian village. 

Jamestown itself was set up inside the territory of an Indian confederacy, led by the chief, Powhatan. 
Powhatan watched the English settle on his people's land, but did not attack, maintaining a posture of 
coolness. When the English were going through their "starving time" in the winter of 1610, some of 
them ran off to join the Indians, where they would at least be fed. When the summer came, the 
governor of the colony sent a messenger to ask Powhatan to return the runaways, whereupon 
Powhatan, according to the English account, replied with "noe other than prowde and disdaynefull 
Answers." Some soldiers were therefore sent out "to take Revenge." They fell upon an Indian 
settlement, killed fifteen or sixteen Indians, burned the houses, cut down the corn growing around the 
village, took the queen of the tribe and her children into boats, then ended up throwing the children 
overboard "and shoteinge owit their Braynes in the water." The queen was later taken off and stabbed 
to death. 

Twelve years later, the Indians, alarmed as the English settlements kept growing in numbers, 
apparently decided to try to wipe them out for good. They went on a rampage and massacred 347 men, 
women, and children. From then on it was total war. 

Not able to enslave the Indians, and not able to live with them, the English decided to exterminate 
them. Edmund Morgan writes, in his history of early Virginia, American Slavery, American Freedom: 

Since the Indians were better woodsmen than the English and virtually impossible to track down, the 
method was to feign peaceful intentions, let them settle down and plant their com wherever they 
chose, and then, just before harvest, fall upon them, killing as many as possible and burning the 
corn... . Within two or three years of the massacre the English had avenged the deaths of that day 
many times over. 

In that first year of the white man in Virginia, 1607, Powhatan had addressed a plea to John Smith that 
turned out prophetic. How authentic it is may be in doubt, but it is so much like so many Indian 
statements that it may be taken as, if not the rough letter of that first plea, the exact spirit of it: 

I have seen two generations of my people die.... I know the difference between peace and war better 
than any man in my country. I am now grown old, and must die soon; my authority must descend to 
my brothers, Opitehapan, Opechancanough and Catatough-then to my two sisters, and then to my 
two daughters-I wish them to know as much as I do, and that your love to them may be like mine to 
you. Why will you take by force what you may have quietly by love? Why will you destroy us who 
supply you with food? What can you get by war? We can hide our provisions and run into the woods; 
then you will starve for wronging your friends. Why are you jealous of us? We are unarmed, and 
willing to give you what you ask, if you come in a friendly manner, and not so simple as not to know 
that it is much better to eat good meat, sleep comfortably, live quietly with my wives and children, 
laugh and be merry with the English, and trade for their copper and hatchets, than to run away from 
them, and to lie cold in the woods, feed on acorns, roots and such trash, and be so hunted that I can 
neither eat nor sleep. In these wars, my men must sit up watching, and if a twig break, they all cry out 
"Here comes Captain Smith!" So I must end my miserable life. Take away your guns and swords, the 
cause of all our jealousy, or you may all die in the same manner. 



When the Pilgrims came to New England they too were coming not to vacant land but to territory 
inhabited by tribes of Indians. The governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, John Winthrop, created 
the excuse to take Indian land by declaring the area legally a "vacuum." The Indians, he said, had not 
"subdued" the land, and therefore had only a "natural" right to it, but not a "civil right." A "natural right" 
did not have legal standing. 

The Puritans also appealed to the Bible, Psalms 2:8: "Ask of me, and I shall give thee, the heathen for 
thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession." And to justify their use of 
force to take the land, they cited Romans 13:2: "Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the 
ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation." 

The Puritans lived in uneasy truce with the Pequot Indians, who occupied what is now southern 
Connecticut and Rhode Island. But they wanted them out of the way; they wanted their land. And they 
seemed to want also to establish their rule firmly over Connecticut settlers in that area. The murder of a 
white trader, Indian-kidnaper, and troublemaker became an excuse to make war on the Pequots in 
1636. 

A punitive expedition left Boston to attack the Narraganset Indians on Block Island, who were 
lumped with the Pequots. As Governor Winthrop wrote: 

They had commission to put to death the men of Block Island, but to spare the women and children, 
and to bring them away, and to take possession of the island; and from thence to go to the Pequods 
to demand the murderers of Captain Stone and other English, and one thousand fathom of wampum 
for damages, etc. and some of their children as hostages, which if they should refuse, they were to 
obtain it by force. 

The English landed and killed some Indians, but the rest hid in the thick forests of the island and the 
English went from one deserted village to the next, destroying crops. Then they sailed back to the 
mainland and raided Pequot villages along the coast, destroying crops again. One of the officers of that 
expedition, in his account, gives some insight into the Pequots they encountered: "The Indians spying of 
us came running in multitudes along the water side, crying, What cheer, Englishmen, what cheer, what 
do you come for? They not thinking we intended war, went on cheerfully... -" 

So, the war with the Pequots began. Massacres took place on both sides. The English developed a 
tactic of warfare used earlier by Cortes and later, in the twentieth century, even more systematically: 
deliberate attacks on noncombatants for the purpose of terrorizing the enemy. This is ethno historian 
Francis Jennings's interpretation of Captain John Mason's attack on a Pequot village on the Mystic River 
near Long Island Sound: "Mason proposed to avoid attacking Pequot warriors, which would have 
overtaxed his unseasoned, unreliable troops. Battle, as such, was not his purpose. Battle is only one of 
the ways to destroy an enemy's will to fight. Massacre can accomplish the same end with less risk, and 
Mason had determined that massacre would be his objective." 

So the English set fire to the wigwams of the village. By their own account: "The Captain also said, 
We must Burn Them; and immediately stepping into the Wigwam ... brought out a Fire Brand, and 
putting it into the Matts with which they were covered, set the Wigwams on Fire." William Bradford, in 
his History of the Plymouth Plantation written at the time, describes John Mason's raid on the Pequot 
village: 



Those that scaped the fire were slaine with the sword; some hewed to peeces, others rune throw with 
their rapiers, so as they were quickly dispatchte, and very few escaped. It was conceived they thus 
destroyed about 400 at this time. It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the fyer, and the 
streams of blood quenching the same, and horrible was the stincke and sente there of, but the victory 
seemed a sweete sacrifice, and they gave the prayers thereof to God, who had wrought so 
wonderfully for them, thus to inclose their enemise in their hands, and give them so speedy a victory 
over so proud and insulting an enimie. 

As Dr. Cotton Mather, Puritan theologian, put it: "It was supposed that no less than 600 Pequot souls 
were brought down to hell that day." 

The war continued. Indian tribes were used against one another, and never seemed able to join 
together in fighting the English. Jennings sums up: 

The terror was very real among the Indians, but in time they came to meditate upon its foundations. 
They drew three lessons from the Pequot War: (1) that the Englishmen's most solemn pledge would 
be broken whenever obligation conflicted with advantage; (2) that the English way of war had no limit 
of scruple or mercy; and (3) that weapons of Indian making were almost useless against weapons of 
European manufacture. These lessons the Indians took to heart. 

A footnote in Virgil Vogel's book This Land Was Ours (1972) says: "The official figure on the number of 
Pequots now in Connecticut is twenty-one persons." 

Forty years after the Pequot War, Puritans and Indians fought again. This time it was the 
Wampanoags, occupying the south shore of Massachusetts Bay, who were in the way and also 
beginning to trade some of their land to people outside the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Their chief, 
Massasoit, was dead. His son Wamsutta had been killed by Englishmen, and Wamsuttas brother 
Metacom (later to be called King Philip by the English) became chief. The English found their excuse, a 
murder which they attributed to Metacom, and they began a war of conquest against the Wampanoags, 
a war to take their land. They were clearly the aggressors, but claimed they attacked for preventive 
purposes. As Roger Williams, more friendly to the Indians than most, put it: "All men of conscience or 
prudence ply to windward, to maintain their wars to be defensive." 

Jennings says the elite of the Puritans wanted the war; the ordinary white Englishman did not want it 
and often refused to fight. The Indians certainly did not want war, but they matched atrocity with 
atrocity. When it was over, in 1676, the English had won, but their resources were drained; they had lost 
six hundred men. Three thousand Indians were dead, including Metacom himself. Yet the Indian raids 
did not stop. 

For a while, the English tried softer tactics. But ultimately, it was back to annihilation. The Indian 
population of 10 million that lived north of Mexico when Columbus came would ultimately be reduced 
to less than a million. Huge numbers of Indians would die from diseases introduced by the whites. A 
Dutch traveler in New Netherland wrote in 1656 that "the Indians ... affirm, that before the arrival of the 
Christians, and before the smallpox broke out amongst them, they were ten times as numerous as they 
now are, and that their population had been melted down by this disease, whereof nine-tenths of them 
have died." When the English first settled Martha's Vineyard in 1642, the Wampanoags there numbered 
perhaps three thousand. There were no wars on that island, but by 1764, only 313 Indians were left 
there. Similarly, Block Island Indians numbered perhaps 1,200 to 1,500 in 1662, and by 1774 were 
reduced to fifty-one. 



Behind the English invasion of North America, behind their massacre of Indians, their deception, 
their brutality, was that special powerful drive born in civilizations based on private property. It was a 
morally ambiguous drive; the need for space, for land, was a real human need. But in conditions of 
scarcity, in a barbarous epoch of history ruled by competition, this human need was transformed into 
the murder of whole peoples. Roger Williams said it was 

a depraved appetite after the great vanities, dreams and shadows of this vanishing life, great portions 
of land, land in this wilderness, as if men were in as great necessity and danger for want of great 
portions of land, as poor, hungry, thirsty seamen have, after a sick and stormy, a long and starving 
passage. This is one of the gods of New England, which the living and most high Eternal will destroy 
and famish. 

Was all this bloodshed and deceit-from Columbus to Cortes, Pizarro, the Puritans-a necessity for the 
human race to progress from savagery to civilization? Was Morison right in burying the story of 
genocide inside a more important story of human progress? Perhaps a persuasive argument can be 
made-as it was made by Stalin when he killed peasants for industrial progress in the Soviet Union, as it 
was made by Churchill explaining the bombings of Dresden and Hamburg, and Truman explaining 
Hiroshima. But how can the judgment be made if the benefits and losses cannot be balanced because 
the losses are either unmentioned or mentioned quickly? 
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