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Dead Men Tell No Tales:
John Sassamon and the
Fatal Consequences of Literacy

JILL LEPORE
Yale University

DEAD MEN TELL NO TALES, OR SO THE SAYING GOES. IT MAKES A
wonderful threat, a line Humphrey Bogart might use on a sniveling
Peter Lorre as he holds a gun to his head: “Keep your mouth shut,
weasel, or your number’s up—you know what they say, dead men tell
no tales, at least not in this two-bit gin-joint.” Yes, it makes a very
effective threat, especially in a film noir setting. But “dead men tell no
tales” is also a piece of folk wisdom, morbid and somewhat fatalistic,
which means just what it says: the stories of the dead die with them.
With this, most historians would disagree. After all, we have a great
deal invested in the idea that the dead do tell tales. It is our task, and our
passion, to listen to those tales, or rather to read and interpret them,
hoping to make sense of the surviving written fragments of a day, a life,
a nation-state.

No doubt but that this is tricky work, especially when we are trying
to read the tales of those whom some historians have labeled “inarticu-
late,” people who left few written documents, if any, that might tell us
about their lives. Trickier still is telling the tales of dead people who,
when alive, spoke a language now dead—dead not in the sense that
Greek and Latin are dead languages but dead in the sense that almost no
one living today can understand them. These are among the problems
involved in writing the history of Native Americans of southeastern
New England whose languages—Massachusett, Narragansett, and
Mohegan-Pequot—have become extinct.!

Jill Lepore is a doctoral candidate in American studies at Yale University. She is
currently completing a dissertation on the language of cruelty in King Philip’s War.
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Another reason it is difficult to read the stories and write the histories
of “inarticulate” people who spoke “dead” languages is that we have
believed they themselves lacked not only the tools to communicate
with us across the centuries but the sensibility to do so as well. That is,
we have believed that such people lacked both literacy, the ability to
read and write, and historical awareness, the sense of existing on a
timeline. These “prehistoric” people could neither record their history
nor understand it.

Where did we get this idea?

Twenty-five years ago anthropologists argued that literacy makes
history possible. Not only does the invention of writing mark the advent
of history proper, they claimed, but the ability to write down and record
events also creates a “historical sensibility,” an awareness of the
“pastness of the past.” People who communicate orally can understand
the past only in terms of their present-day, face-to-face relationships;
they create “myths” that emphasize continuity between past and
present. Yet literate people, with their written records, cannot fail to
notice the distinction between what was and what is. And since there
are often inconsistencies between what was and what is, literate
cultures invented history to document and interpret change over time.
The concept of history, these scholars argued, was thus a direct
“consequence” of literacy.?

In the years since this ambitious theory was proposed, anthropolo-
gists, historians, and other literacy scholars have unraveled its frayed
edges so that little of its fabric remains intact today. While anthropolo-
gists have demonstrated that oral peoples quite self-consciously pre-
serve history through oral tradition,® historians have become increas-
ingly aware that literate peoples (including historians themselves) are
prone to myth making.* We postmodernists are no longer confident in
our ability to tell the difference between myth and history.> And the
great divide between orality and literacy, once clearly marked by the
boundary between myth and history, has been challenged on other
grounds as well. Scholars have insisted that literacy is not simply a
technology we acquire but is also a value whose worth is culturally
constructed.® Some, such as anthropologist Ruth Finnegan, suggest that
we would do better to look at the “uses” of literacy than at its
“consequences.”’

So we find ourselves today in a new realm of understanding about
oral, literate, and “inarticulate” people. Or do we? In a recent anthol-
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ogy, The American Indian and the Problem of History, editor Calvin
Martin identified the “problem” as Western-bred historians’ failure to
fully understand Native Americans’ intriguing “metaphysics,” “their
astounding ability to annul time, their remarkable capacity to repudiate
systematically time and history.” According to Martin, white historians
writing Indian history have underestimated the importance of myth in
Native American societies and have imposed their own Western
perceptions of historical reality onto their Indian subjects.® Put simply,
Martin has proposed that Anglo-Americans think in terms of history
while Native Americans think in terms of myth. Unfortunately, this
romanticized distinction between the “thoughtworlds” of contemporary
white historians and historical Native Americans takes us back to the
so-called “great divide” theories all over again. As a result, many
scholars continue to labor under the assumption that either the acquisi-
tion of literacy inevitably leads to the recording of history or, if it does
not, that this is the result of the persistent power of myth for non-
Western peoples. Clearly, pieces of this assumption are often correct,
which partly explains its great staying power. Still, it usually obscures
a much more complicated relationship between a people’s literacy and
their ability to pass down rich sources to eager historians—a relation-
ship, I would like to argue, that is always mediated by culture and by
the conditions under which literacy is acquired and the uses to which it
is put.

In seventeenth-century New England, many Indians were literate, yet
none of them wrote an account of perhaps the most devastating conflict
in their history, King Philip’s War, which nearly destroyed the native
population in Southeastern New England and set in motion the
extinction of the Massachusett language. The English colonists suf-
fered dramatic wartime losses as well: twenty-five of their towns
burned to the ground and more than one in ten colonists died. Puritan
minister Increase Mather was not alone in calling the war “the saddest
time with New England that ever was known.” (In proportion to
population, King Philip’s War has the distinction of being the most fatal
war in American history.) Unlike their Indian neighbors, however,
literate English colonists were quick to pick up their pens to write about
the war; their letters, news reports, sermons, and histories all survive in
startling abundance. Many of these writings were brief, personal notes,
but a significant number of lengthier accounts, including Mary
Rowlandson’s famous captivity narrative, was published and widely
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distributed. In all, nineteen different English stories about King Philip’s
War were printed in London, Boston, and Cambridge, many in more
than one edition, for a total of no fewer than thirty separate printings.
Even with a conservative estimate of press-run size, a minimum of
fifteen thousand copies of books about King Philip’s War descended on
the very small Anglo-American book market in the span of seven years.

Yet none of these books was written by any of the many literate
Indians in New England, several of whom were ministers and at least
one of whom even worked as a printer at the press in Cambridge.
Clearly, literacy is not an uncomplicated tool, like a pen or a printing
press. Instead, literacy is bound, as it was for New England’s Indians,
by the conditions under which it is acquired—in this case, at great cost.
In order to become literate, seventeenth-century Indians had first to
make a graduated succession of cultural concessions—adopting En-
glish ways and English dress, living in towns, learning to speak
English, converting to Christianity. But these very concessions made
them vulnerable. Neither English nor Indian, assimilated Indians were
scorned by both groups, and they were even subject to attack. Because
the acquisition of literacy, and especially English-language literacy,
was one of the last steps on the road to assimilation, Indians who could
read and write placed themselves in a particularly perilous, if at the
same time a powerful, position, caught between two worlds but fully
accepted by neither.

The predicament of literate Indians in seventeenth-century New
England raises a few more questions about the “consequences” and
“uses” of literacy and its relationship to the recording of history." If
literacy is employed as an agent of assimilation, can one of its uses be
the devastation of a society’s political autonomy and the loss of its
native language and culture? Can literacy destroy? And, in the context
of a broader cultural conflict, can one of the consequences of literacy be
the death of those who acquire it? Can literacy kill? Perhaps most
importantly, if literacy can be wielded as a weapon of conquest and can
effectively compromise a native culture, what then remains of that
culture’s history? And who is left to tell it? If the very people most
likely to record their story, those who are so assimilated that they have
become literate, are also the most vulnerable, does it then make sense to
explain that culture’s lack of written history by simply pointing to its
attachment to mythical thinking?

Many different stories could be told that might answer these
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questions, but few are as dramatic as the tale of John Sassamon, a
highly literate New England Indian who died in 1675. Within his brief
biography is-contained the story of the encounter between seventeenth-
century New England colonists and the Massachusett, Narragansett,
and Pokanoket Indians, an encounter that ultimately compromised the
political and cultural autonomy of these native peoples. Native political
sovereignty began to erode with the arrival of the first English settlers,
but attempts to assimilate Indians by converting them to Christianity
and teaching them to read and write greatly expedited this process.
There is perhaps no better example of an assimilated seventeenth-
century Indian than John Sassamon. As one Puritan minister reported,
Sassamon “was observed to conform more to the English Manners than
any other Indian.”!! Sassamon may also have been the most educated
Indian in all of New England; he was probably the most hated. As a
scribe, translator, and interpreter, Sassamon provided valuable services
to English and Indian leaders, many of whom probably resented their
dependence on him. Someone hated Sassamon enough to murder him,
and it was his death that most immediately led to King Philip’s War, in
which thousands of Indians, both literate and nonliterate, were killed or
sold into slavery.

Sassamon’s story, however small and particular, provides a vivid and
dramatic illustration of the “fatal consequences” of cultural conflict and
of the role that literacy can sometimes play in accelerating that conflict.
The backdrop of Sassamon’s life, seventeenth-century New England,
was a world in which literacy was intertwined with efforts to convert
Indians to Christianity. In the end, John Sassamon’s story suggests that
we must look at all of literacy’s uses and should not forget that, in the
context of a broader cultural encounter, literacy, in the past, may have
had devastating and perhaps fatal consequences for non-Europeans.

* 3k ok

In the post-World War I era, John Sassamon has been called the
Archduke Ferdinand of King Philip’s War. Like the infamous heir to the
Austrian throne, Sassamon’s death led quickly and directly to the
outbreak of a major war, which left generations of historians to
scramble for available “like-a-spark-to-a-powder-keg” clichés to de-
scribe the precipitous course of events. In December 1674, Sassamon,
a Christianized or “praying” Indian, traveled to Plymouth to confide to
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Governor Josiah Winslow that Philip, leader of the Pokanokets, was
plotting a war against the English. Sassamon confessed to Winslow his
fear that Philip would surely murder him if his betrayal were discov-
ered. Winslow, however, neither heeded Sassamon’s warnings nor
assuaged his fears; instead, the injudicious governor dismissed
Sassamon’s information “because there was but this one testimony of
an Indian, and therefore of a suspected original.” As Cotton Mather
would later lament, “before the truth of the matter could be inquired
into, poor John was barbarously murdered.”?

Within a week of his meeting with Winslow, Sassamon mysteriously
disappeared. Solicitous neighbors soon found his bloated body under
the ice of Assawampsett Pond and buried it without delay. Meanwhile,
rumors abounded. In Rhode Island, one observer noted that “sum
English suposed him throne in [while] sum indians . . . did think he fell
in and was so drouned.”'® The dispute was conveniently resolved when
a praying Indian named Patuckson appeared on the scene claiming to
have witnessed three of Philip’s men violently murder Sassamon and
then conceal their crime by casting the body through a hole in the ice.'
In March 1675, these three Indians—Wampapaquan, Tobias, and
Mattashunnamo—were formally accused of the crime.'> Nonetheless,
many English “believed that [Philip] was the Author of [the] murther”
and the accused merely “the Actors.”'¢ Three months later, the Ply-
mouth court (including a jury of twelve Englishmen and six praying
Indians) tried and convicted the alleged murderers. The execution took
place on June 8.'7 In just three days, on June 11, Pokanokets were
reported arming outside Plymouth; by June 29, Philip’s men attacked
and nearly destroyed the town of Swansey in the first battle of King
Philip’s War.!8

And so it is that the unfortunate Sassamon, like the equally unfortu-
nate Archduke Ferdinand, is better remembered for his death than for
his life.'” Before that fateful day in the winter of 1674 when he sat
uncomfortably in the governor’s house and nervously whispered that
“Philip was undoubtedly indeavouring to Raise new troubles; and was
Indeavouring to engage all the Sachems round about in a warr,”? John
Sassamon had entered the historical record only a handful of times—
and most of these were brief appearances indeed. The abundance of
contemporary and historical accounts of John Sassamon’s death stand
in stark contrast to the scarcity of references to his life; this makes any
reconstruction of his biography necessarily speculative.
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Yet only in the reconstruction of his biography can we hope to find
the answer to the key question in this mystery: Why was John
Sassamon killed? At first blush, the answer seems clear: dead men tell
no tales. In other words, Philip had Sassamon killed either as punish-
ment for his betrayal or to prevent further leaks of information to the
English. Boston merchant Nathaniel Saltonstall wrote to a friend in
London that, “King Philip suspecting he either would divulge or had
already made known this Secret to the English, took Councel to kill this
Sosoman.”?! Increase Mather said of Philip’s men that “the main
ground why they murthered him seems to be, because he discovered
their subtle and malicious designs, which they were complotting
against the English.”?> In Rhode Island, John Easton remarked, “it was
reported Sausimun before his death had informed of the Indian Plot,
and that if the Indians knew it they wold kill him.”?

This motive seems simple enough, yet each of these three observ-
ers—Saltonstall, Mather, and Easton—suggested other, broader rea-
sons behind the murder. First among these was Sassamon’s religion.
According to Mather, “no doubt but one reason why the Indians
murthered John Sausaman, was out of hatred against him for his
Religion.”?* Before he revised his story, Saltonstall claimed that
Wampapaquan, Tobias, and Mattashunnamo killed Sassamon because
they were annoyed at his preaching: “not liking his Discourse, [they]
immediately Murthered him after a most Barbarous Manner.”?> Others
claimed Philip had Sassamon killed because he himself was tired of
Sassamon’s proselytizing. And Sassamon’s death was also attributed to
his greed. In Rhode Island, the Pokanokets John Easton interviewed
said Sassamon had cheated Philip: “king Philop got [Sassamon] to
write his will and he made the writing for a gret part of the land to be
his but read as if it had bine as Philop wold.”*

Was Sassamon killed because he betrayed Philip, because he cheated
him, or because he tried to convert him? The surviving reports conflict
so greatly that it is impossible to determine with any certainty the exact
motive for Sassamon’s murder. But the exact motive may not matter.
Although the shape and size of the possible motives vary, they cast an
identical shadow; behind each of them lies the spectre of John
Sassamon’s position as a cultural mediator. For Sassamon, the ability to
act as a mediator was predicated on his bilingualism and his literacy—
his skill at speaking, reading, and writing English was intricately
intertwined with his loyalty to the colonists, his conversion to
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Christianity, his betrayal of Philip, and even his ability to cheat Philip
in the writing of his will. To fully understand the shades and shadows of
cultural conversion, and of literacy’s role within it, we must start at the
very beginning of the story of John Sassamon’s life.

* k%

When the first English settlers arrived in Massachusetts Bay in 1630,
John Sassamon’s parents might have welcomed the newcomers warmly.
Among the few survivors of the epidemics that plagued the coastal
Indians between 1616 and 1618, Sassamon’s family perhaps looked to
the English for protection against hostile inland neighbors.” Sassamon’s
parents saw fit, at any rate, to remain among the English in Dorchester
and to convert to Christianity. While later chroniclers, such as Cotton
Mather, would casually note that Sassamon “was the son of Christian
Indians,”? earlier observers—such as Cotton’s father, Increase—speci-
fied that Sassamon’s “father and mother liv[ed] in Dorchester, and they
both died Christians.”” This may seem a minor distinction, but it
provides an important clue, for the elder Mather implies that Sassamon’s
parents converted only at the time of their deaths and, thereby, suggests
that they were among the numerous Indian victims of a 1633 smallpox
epidemic, many of whom converted to Christianity on their deathbeds.
Interpreting the epidemic as supernatural evidence of the power of the
Puritans’ God, many Indians in Massachusetts Bay were thus dramati-
cally and hastily converted.*

At their deaths, many of these converts left their orphaned children in
the care of English families. “But now,” said one dying man, “I must
die, the God of the English is much angry with me, and will destroy me;
... yet my Child shall live with the English, and learne to know their
God when I am dead.” Describing this state of affairs, one Puritan
related how “Divers of the Indians Children, Boyes and Girles we have
received into our houses, who are long since civilized, and in subjection
to us.” These children, he boasted, “can speak our language familiarly;
divers of whom can read English, and begin to understand in their
measure, the grounds of Christian Religion.”! Throughout their up-
bringing, Indian children undergoing anglicization were judged in the
context of the twin processes of conversion to Christianity and acquisi-
tion of literacy. Although only a few of these adopted children survived
into adulthood, John Sassamon may well have been among them. If so,
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he would have learned to speak English at a relatively young age, for he
was probably in his early teens when his parents died. At that point,
Sassamon would have entered the ranks of a very small group of
seventeenth-century New England bilingualists, the vast majority of
whom were Indian.

By 1637, Sassamon had evidently demonstrated his command of
English and his loyalty to the Puritans well enough to serve as an
interpreter and to fight on the colonists’ side during the war against the
Pequot Indians.*? “Sosoman, the Indian” served with Richard Callicott
of Dorchester and was very likely to have been the Indian interpreter
mentioned by John Underhill in his account of the war.** “We had an
Indian with us that was an interpreter,” Underhill wrote. One day, the
enemy Pequots noticed this man, who was “in English clothes, and a
gun in his hand,” and called out to him, “What are you, an Indian or an
Englishman?” “Come hither,” he shouted back, “and I will tell you.” As
soon as the curious Pequots came within range, the interpreter “pulls up
his cock and let fly at one of them, and without question was the death
of him.”** When confronted with a question about his identity, the
young Sassamon, if indeed it was he, answered with startling violence,
with an act outside even the standards of warfare.

After the war had ended, Roger Williams, who negotiated with
Callicott for Pequot captives, briefly hosted Sassamon at his house in
Providence in August 1637.% Soon after, Sassamon and Callicott, in
whose home Sassamon may well have been living since the death of his
parents, returned to Dorchester along with their own Indian captives;
Sassamon brought a Pequot woman who may have later become his
wife, while Callicott returned with a Montauk Indian named Cockenoe,
who was to become an interpreter for John Eliot, a minister in the
adjacent town of Roxbury and the first Englishman to make a serious
effort to learn a southeastern New England Indian language ¢

Consistent with Puritan attitudes about native culture, most English
settlers found Indian languages barbaric and even satanic. Cotton
Mather once remarked that Indian words were so long he thought they
must have been growing since the confusion at Babel.’” The Puritans’
disdain for native languages was not lost on their Indian neighbors, one
of whom told a missionary it was no use for an Indian to pray “because
Jesus Christ understood not what Indians speake in prayer,” since He
had “bin used to heare English man pray” and “was not acquainted with
[the Indian language], but was a stranger to it.”*® From the time of their
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arrival, English settlers were baffled by the Indian languages they
heard, but few bothered to learn them; they relied instead on Indian
interpreters such as the famous Squanto. In 1634, William Wood
observed that “the language is hard to learn, few of the English being
able to speak any of it, or capable of the right pronunciation, which is
the chief grace of their tongue.” Although Wood had noticed that the
Indians “love any man that can utter his mind in their words,”*® most
communication must have been aided by gestures, interpreters, and the
Indians’ use of pidgin English.®

Matters had not improved much by 1643, when Roger Williams
wrote his Key to the Language of America, a pragmatic phrasebook
designed to aid travelers and settlers. That distrust and misunderstand-
ing characterized communication between the English and the natives
can be seen in Williams’ many translations for phrases such as, “I
cannot speake your language,” “I lie not,” and “Wee understand not
each other.*! But if Williams attempted to use his ill-fitting key to
unlock the Indian language, John Eliot hoped to swing the doors wide
open. Hailed as the great “Apostle to the Indians” for his missionary
work, Eliot has also been revered for his contributions to Native
American linguistics.*? It was Eliot who first began to understand the
Massachusett language on its own terms and not simply in relation to
European or Asian languages, and it was Eliot who translated the Bible
and numerous other religious texts into the Massachusett language, a
set of works collectively known as the “Indian Library.”*?

Yet Eliot did not act alone in his linguistic and missionary work;
instead, he relied to a great extent on Indian translators, interpreters,
and teachers.* Over the course of his lifetime, John Sassamon would
serve Eliot in each of these capacities; there is, in fact, an almost
uncanny parallel between the careers of the two men. Like Eliot,
Sassamon was well known both for his linguistic and his missionary
skills. He was typically described as “a very cunning and plausible
Indian, well skilled in the English Language.” Increase Mather wrote
that, “being of very excellent parts,” Sassamon had “translated some
part of the bible into the Indian language.” This “Indian Schollar and
Minister” might have worked with or known Eliot for forty years or
more. Eliot himself noted Sassamon’s death in his diary with sorrow
and called him “a man of eminent parts & wit.” One contemporary
reported that Eliot “had known [Sassamon] from a Child.’*5 And, even
if John Sassamon’s parents survived the 1633 epidemic, it is clear that
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John spent some portion of his childhood or adolescence living in or
near Dorchester, perhaps in the home of an English family (the
Callicotts?) and, as all evidence indicates, in close proximity to John
Eliot, who lived in nearby Roxbury.

Eliot had emigrated to New England in 1631 and became a minister
in Roxbury in 1632. He probably knew both Sassamon and Callicott
before the Pequot War, but he certainly knew them by the time he began
working with Cockenoe. Later, Eliot would recall that Cockenoe was “a
pregnant witted young man, who had been a servant in an English
house, who pretty well understood his own language, and hath a clear
pronunciation: Him I made my interpreter””*S Eliot probably began
working with Cockenoe in the early 1640s; by 1646, the assiduous
missionary was able to preach his first sermon in the Massachusett
language. Cockenoe, however, had left Eliot by 1649 and returned to
Long Island, where he began a long career as an interpreter between the
Montauk Indians and the English.*” Sassamon was a convenient
replacement, but he, too, would eventually abandon Eliot. Throughout
his life, Sassamon, ambivalent about Puritan society, alternately em-
braced and rejected it. It is tempting to imagine that he was the Indian
boy mentioned in one early Puritan tract “who for some misdemeanour
that laid him open to publique punishment, ran away; and being gone,
God so followed him, that of his owne accord he returned home,
rendred himselfe to Justice, and was willing to submit himselfe, though
he might have escaped.”®® If so, it may well have been Eliot who
received the errant Christian back into the fold, for William Hubbard,
minister of Ipswich, noted that Sassamon was subject to “the frequent
Sollicitations of Mr. Eliot, that had known him from a Child, and
instructed him in the Principles of our Religion, who was often laying
before him the heinous Sin of his Apostacy.”*

Eliot himself probably taught Sassamon to read. It is also possible, of
course, that Sassamon learned from a member of the English family
with whom he lived or that he attended an Indian School in Dorchester.*
In any case, Sassamon was very likely taught with methods similar to
those Eliot would later describe:

When 1 taught our Indians first to lay out a word into syllables, and then
according to the sound of every syllable to make it up with the right letters,
viz. if it were a simple sound, then one vocall made the syllable; if it were
such a sound as required some of the consonants to make it up, then the
adding of the right consonants either before the vocall, or after it, or both.
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They quickly apprehended and understood this Epitomie of the art of
spelling, and could soon learn to read. The men, women, and up-grown youth
do thus rationally learn to read. . . .

In future years, Indian students learning to read would have benefitted
from the Indian catechisms and primers that Eliot and his assistants
(including Sassamon) would soon translate, but Sassamon’s acquisition
of literacy preceded their publication. At about the same time that
Sassamon was learning to read and write English, Eliot was himself
learning the Massachusett language. Eliot’s description of his methods
of learning the language are remarkably similar to those he used to
teach Indian'students:

Such as desire to learn this language, must be attentive to pronounce right,
especially to produce that syllable that is first to be produced; then they must
spell by art, and accustom their tongues to pronounce their syllables and
words; then learn to read such books as are printed in their language.
Legendo, scribendo, Loquendo, are the three means to learn a language.!

At this point, then, in the early 1640s, Eliot and Sassamon were
engaged in similar projects. Syllable by syllable and word by word,
both were mastering new languages, pulling letters apart and pushing
them back together again, making familiar meanings out of unfamiliar
sounds. If Eliot did in fact teach Sassamon, then Sassamon also taught
Eliot—their relationship would have been in some important ways
reciprocal ¥ But once Eliot’s linguistic apprenticeship ended, the power
would have shifted dramatically in the Englishman’s favor. Eliot’s
mission, after all, was to eradicate native cultural practices and replace
them with Puritan ones.

Beginning in 1647, Eliot was involved in the publication of a set of
promotional tracts designed to solicit funds for the propagation of the
Gospel in New England; from this time on, Eliot’s reigning passion was
the conversion of the Indians to Christianity; for this reason, and this
reason above all, he had painstakingly learned the Massachusett
language. His missionary work was cultural as well as religious. As one
historian has recently noted, “in teaching Indians how to live a full
Christian life, they were actually teaching them to act like English-
men.”>

It was for the twin purposes of converting and anglicizing Indians
that Eliot established the first “praying town” in nearby Natick in 1650.
Before his death forty years later, Eliot would have aided in the
establishment of fourteen praying towns and the conversion of some
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3,600 Indians.>* Praying towns were to provide settings in which
Christian Indians could live and worship like Englishmen, free of the
cultural influences of their non-Christian peers.** Like Eliot, Sassamon
was engaged in this project from the start; he literally helped build the
town where he would soon become a schoolmaster. In his accounts for
the year 1651, Eliot recorded distributing tools to several Indian and
English assistants, including two axes to “John Sosoman.”*® The same
year Eliot gave thanks that:

it hath pleased God to stir up the hearts of many of them this winter to learn
to read and write, wherein they do very much profit with a very little help,
especially some of them, for they are very ingenuous. And whereas I had
thought that we must have an Englishman to be their School-Master, I now
hope that the Lord will raise up some of themselves, and enable them unto
that work, with my care to teach them well in the reason of the sounds of
letters and spelling. . . . %7

Five years later, Eliot recorded a payment of £30 to “Sosaman,
Monequason, and Job,” whom he records in his ledger as “three Indian
Interpreters & Schoolmasters.”® Daniel Gookin, a colleague of Eliot’s,
explained why Indians, rather than Englishmen, served as teachers:

Their teachers are generally chosen from among themselves,—except some
few English teachers,—of the most pious and able men among them. If these
did not supply, they would generally be destitute: for the learned English
young men do not hitherto incline or endeavour to fit themselves for that
service, by learning the Indian language.*®

Or, as Eliot himself noted, “I find few English students willing to
engage in to so dim a work as this is. God hath in mercy raised up sundry
among themselves to a competent ability to teach their countrymen.”*

In describing the Indian schools at Natick during the time when
Sassamon was either becoming a schoolteacher or already teaching
(1651), Eliot wrote:

we have two men in some measure able to teach the youth with my guidance,
and inspection. And thus we order the school: The master daily prayeth
among his scholars, and instructeth them in catechism, for which purpose I
have compiled a short catechism, and wrote it in the master book, which he
can read, and teach them; and also all the copies he setteth his scholars when
he teacheth them to write, are the questions and answers of the catechism,
that so the children may be the more prompt and ready therein: we aspire to
no higher learning yet, but to spell, read, and write.5!
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Eliot’s careful attention to the techniques used to teach reading and
writing merits further investigation—here the question necessarily
arises as to why the missionary placed so much emphasis on literacy. If
he simply wanted to convert Indians, why did he pursue the laborious
task of teaching them to read? The answer lies in part in the fact that the
Puritans were Protestants for whom becoming a Christian meant first
acquiring the ability to read the Bible. As James Axtell has shown, the
Puritans’ attempts at conversion were slowed because of their efforts to
teach Indians to read. By contrast, the Jesuits in Canada used their own
literacy as a magical tool of intimidation to gain converts. As Axtell
argues:

The ability to read and write was awe-inspiring to the Indians largely because
it duplicated a spiritual feat that only the greatest shamans could perform,
namely, that of reading the mind of a person at a distance and thereby, in an
oral context, foretelling the future. . . . every European who could read a
handwritten note from a distant correspondent could, in effect, read the
writer’s mind. Small wonder that the natives who first witnessed this
amazing feat regarded the literate Europeans as “greater than all mankind.”

Puritans failed to capitalize on this mystical “power of print,” according
to Axtell, partly because the novelty of literacy had worn off by the
time they began their missionary work. Moreover, Axtell argues,
Puritan missionaries such as Eliot were “culturally inflexible” and
unable to assume the role of shaman. Finally,

the Protestant belief in the priesthood of all believers and the need for each
Christian to confront the scriptural message directly led the English mission-
aries to translate their religious writings into native languages as quickly as
possible and to open schools to teach Indian children to read and write. This,
of course, diminished the mystery of the foreign language and the exalted
status of the priestly caste of literate guardians and interpreters of God’s
Word.®

Accordingly, education available in praying towns stressed literacy
above all. As Eliot boasted to his benefactors in England, “we have
schools; many can read, some write, sundry able to exercise in
publick.”®* Eliot’s claims may have been a bit exaggerated; a survey
conducted in 1664 revealed rather low literacy rates for Indians living
in the fourteen praying towns. Of 462 converted Indians, 142 (31
percent) could read the Massachusett language, 72 (16 percent) could
write, and 9 (2 percent) could read English.* These numbers are
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decidedly lower than the literacy rates among the English; in 1660, 61
percent of English men and 31 percent of English women were
literate.%> Moreover, even those Indians who could read and write were
probably less skilled than Englishmen classified as “literate.” Surviving
documents in the Massachusett language consist largely of land deeds
used to supplement verbal agreements. According to the two linguists
who translated them, these documents are most appropriately under-
stood “as aids to memory, rather than as independent forms of
communication” and thus suggest that most native literacy was of a
“restricted” type that relied heavily on oral formulas and rhetorical
styles.5

John Sassamon—who could speak, read, and write both English and
Massachusett—was surely among the elite of praying Indians, espe-
cially in the 1650s, ten years before this survey was taken when there
were fewer literate Indians. Evidently, Sassamon was, at this time, one
of Eliot’s favorite students because by 1653 Eliot had arranged for the
Natick schoolmaster to attend Harvard College.”” (Harvard historian
Samuel Eliot Morison found this troubling indeed and noted that “one
would be inclined to discount the story of Sassamon’s Harvard
affiliation” were it not for the conclusive records in the college
steward’s accounts.®®) As Eliot had written in 1649, “there be sundry
prompt, pregnant witted youths, not viciously inclined, but well
disposed, which I desire may be wholly sequestred to learning and put
to school for that purpose.”® Although Sassamon was in fact “put to
school,” we have no information on what he studied there and for how
long. Still, we do know that, for at least one semester in 1653, John
Sassamon was a classmate of the fortunate sons of Massachusetts Bay,
among them John Eliot, Jr., Samuel Bradstreet, Thomas Shepard,
Samuel Hooker, and a very young Increase Mather.” (Soon after
Sassamon left Cambridge, a special Indian College was opened at
Harvard. Although a college specifically for Indians had been proposed
as early as 1635, no concrete arrangements were made until 1651,
when Harvard President Henry Dunster began soliciting funds for the
Indian College to be built. It was finally erected in 1655.)

Whatever his successes or failures at Harvard, it seems Sassamon
may have fallen from Eliot’s favor in 1654. As part of his plan for
praying Indians’ full participation in the Puritan religious community,
Eliot had scheduled a day of examination for members of the Natick
church. Unhappily for Eliot, about ten days before the examination,
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three Natick Indians became obnoxiously drunk and, to make matters
worse, forced liquor on the young son of a more pious Natick resident.
Eliot lost heart:

The tidings sunk my spirit extreamly, I did judge it to be the greatest frowne
of God that ever I met withall in the work . . . : I knew not what to doe, the
blacknesse of the sins, and the Persons reflected on, made my very heart faile
me: For one of the offendors (though least in the offence) was he that hath
been my Interpreter, whom I have used in Translating a good part of the Holy
Scriptures; and in that respect I saw much of Satans venome, and in God I
saw displeasure. For this and some other acts of Apostacy at this time I had
thoughts of casting him off from that work, yet now the Lord hath found a
way to humble him. But his Apostacy at this time was a great Triall, and I did
lay him by for that day of our Examination, I used another in his room.”

Although there is no unequivocal proof that this sinning interpreter was
Sassamon, he is clearly the most likely convert to have committed the
shameful sins and acts of apostacy that so disappointed Eliot.”

Nonetheless, Sassamon was still in Natick in 1656. After that time,
whether because of a gradual or sudden falling out with Eliot,
Sassamon disappears from the historical record until 1662. That year,
the Pokanoket sachem Massasoit died and his eldest son, Alexander,
succeeded him. Sassamon’s presence at a treaty signing between
Alexander and Rhode Island authorities suggests that Sassamon had
switched sides and was now working for Alexander as a scribe and
translator.”® Soon after the treaty signing, Alexander died under suspi-
cious circumstances and Philip, Alexander’s younger brother, assumed
the sachemship.” Later that same year, Sassamon set his signature
down as witness to Philip’s oath of loyalty to the English.”> William
Hubbard claimed that Sassamon had “upon some Misdemeanour fled
from his Place [at Natick] to Philip, by whom he was entertained in the
Room and Office of Secretary, and Chief Councellor.””’® Whether as
scribe, interpreter, secretary, counselor, or some combination thereof,
Sassamon assumed a role of considerable influence and importance to
Philip because, in 1664, 1665,”” and 1666,”® Sassamon’s name appeared
again and again as a witness to Philip’s land transactions. Cotton
Mather would later report that Sassamon “apostatiz[ed] from the
profession of Christianity, [and] lived like an heathen in the quality of
a Secretary to King Philip; for he could write, though the King his
master could not so much as read.””

The same skills that had made Sassamon valuable to Eliot now made
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him almost indispensable to Philip: the ability to speak, read, and write
both English and Massachusett. There can be no doubt that Sassamon
used his literacy skills as a tool in acquiring status and prestige in the
Indian community. And, in gaining a position of intimacy with Philip,
Sassamon certainly exploited the “power of print” the way the Puritan
missionaries could and did not. Still, it is difficult to know if Sassamon’s
work for Philip at this time represents a genuine change of heart in
relation to the English or whether, essentially acting as a spy for Eliot,
he infiltrated Philip’s council in order to convert him. That Eliot wanted
passionately to convert Philip is clear. Most missionaries believed that
“When a sachem or sagamore is converted to the faith, and yields
himself up to embrace the gospel, it hath a great influence upon his
subjects.”® Philip, however, apparently had no desire to be converted.
An anecdote recorded by Cotton Mather told of how

Eliot made a tender of the everlasting salvation to that king [Philip]; but the
monster entertained it with contempt and anger, and after the Indian mode of
joining signs with words, he took a button upon the coat of the reverend man,
adding, That he cared for his gospel, just as much as he cared for that
button.®!

Nonetheless, Eliot, at one point, rejoiced with an indication that Philip
was finally succumbing. In 1664, at the very time when Sassamon was
working closely with Philip as a scribe and witness to treaties, Eliot
asked the Commissioners of Plymouth Colony “to give incouragmt to
John Sosaman, who teacheth Phillip and his men to read.” Eliot
claimed that Philip, “did this winter past, upon solicitations and means
used, send to me for books to learne to read, in order to praying unto
God, wch I did send unto him, and prsents with all.” Sassamon, Eliot
believed, was “a means to put life into the work.”*?

Apparently neither Sassamon’s work nor the books Eliot sent were
successful in converting Philip because Eliot, making the same attempt
all over again, sent even more Indian missionaries to visit Philip seven
years later. In formal instructions dated August 1, 1671, the Natick
church declared, “we do send these our two brethren, Anthony and
William [Nahaton] . . . and we request John Sausiman to join them” to
go and preach to the Indians at Plymouth.® But still Philip was not
converted, and Eliot may well have blamed Sassamon for this failure.
Later in 1671, Eliot published a tract called Indian Dialogues, a set of
conversion conversations, which he claimed were “partly historical, of
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some things that were done and said, and partly instructive, to show
what might or should have been said, or that may be (by the Lord’s
assistance) hereafter done and said.”® In one lengthy, imaginary
dialogue, two barely fictionalized praying Indians, “Anthony” and
“William Abahton,” speak with “Philip Keitasscot,” sachem of
“Paganoehket.” That Eliot left Sassamon out of his Indian Dialogues
suggests either that Sassamon left the company of Anthony and
William Nahaton and never made it to Plymouth to preach to Philip or
that Eliot considered Sassamon’s contributions unworthy.

Indian Dialogues, however, remains interesting, if only for how
much it reveals about Eliot’s frantic desire to convert Philip. In one
scene, “Philip” expresses his “serious thoughts of accepting the offer,
and turning to God, to become a praying Indian” but is concerned about
whether his conversion would mean a diminishment of his authority as
a sachem. The eloquent and persuasive Indian missionaries assuage his
every fear and soon a very humbled “Philip” confesses, “I am drowned
and overwhelmed with the weight of your reasonings.” Much of the
dialogue concerns the goodness of the Bible, to which “Philip” meekly
and gratefully responds, “Your discourse doth breed in my heart an
admiration at that excellent book.” Again and again, “Philip’s” objec-
tions to conversion are defeated by the wisdom of Anthony and
William: “Who can oppose or gainsay the mountainous weight of these
arguments?” a helpless “Philip” asks. Finally deferring to the mission-
aries’ superior knowledge he proclaims, “I am more than satisfied. I am
ashamed of my ignorance, and I abhor myself that ever I doubted.”®

Yet, in spite of the shipment of books, the visits by William and
Anthony Nahaton, and Eliot’s richly detailed fantasies, neither Sassamon,
Eliot, nor any other missionary ever converted Philip to Christianity.
But the missionary work continued. During the late 1660s and early
1670s, Eliot continued to expand the Indian Library and translated and
printed first the new testament and then the full Bible, of which 1,500
copies were printed in the first edition. Eliot and his assistants also
produced Indian catechisms, primers, grammars, and psalm books and
Massachusett versions of Lewis Bayly’s Practice of Piety and Richard
Baxter’s Call to the Converted. During this time, Sassamon apparently
left Philip’s employ to return to the Christian fold (or was told by Eliot
to give up trying to convert Philip) and became minister in the praying
town of Namasket (present-day Middleboro) sometime -in the early
1670s. In 1673, he was given a tract of land to induce him to stay, and,
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the same year, he deeded this land to his daughter Betty and her
husband Felix. The next year, Sassamon was either working for Philip
or spying on him when he found out about Philip’s plans to attack the
English and passed them on to the governor of Plymouth. Just four
years after Eliot published his fictional dialogues, Philip, instead of
peaceably and humbly converting to Christianity, waged war against
the English settlers.

We have come full circle and arrived once more at Sassamon’s death.
Here we must ask yet again, why was John Sassamon murdered? Was
he killed simply because he betrayed Philip’s plans to the English?
Remember, Increase Mather was convinced that

No doubt but one reason why the Indians murthered John Sausaman, was out
of hatred against him for his Religion, for he was Christianized, and baptiz’d,
and was a Preacher amongst the Indians, being of very excellent parts, he
translated some part of the bible into the Indian language, and was wont to
curb those Indians that knew not God on the account of their debaucheryes.®

Eliot’s colleague Daniel Gookin agreed and claimed that “this John
Sasamand was the first Christian martyr of the Indians; for it is evident
he suffered death upon the account of his Christian profession, and
fidelity to the English.”® And Nathaniel Saltonstall, the Boston mer-
chant, argued that Philip’s men killed Sassamon because they did not
wish to be converted. According to Saltonstall, Sassamon “was by the
Authority of New-Plimouth sent to Preach . . . to King Philip, and his
Indians: But King Philip (Heathen-like) instead of receiving the
Gospel, would immediately have killed this Sosomon, but by the
Perswasion of some about him did not do it, but sent him by the Hands
of three of his Men to Prison.” On the way to “prison,” Sassamon
preached to his three captors who, “not liking his Discourse, immedi-
ately Murthered him after a most Barbarous Manner” and returned to
tell Philip of their deed.¥

Clearly Philip was tired of listening to missionaries and angry that so
many of his people had become Christians. When John Easton asked
Philip and his counselors to list their grievances against the English,
they responded “that thay had a great fear to have ani of ther indians
should be Caled or forsed to be Christian indians. thay saied that such
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wer in everi thing more mischivous, only disemblers, and then the
English made them not subject to ther kings, and by ther lying to rong
their kings” Easton admitted, “we knew it to be true.”® The Indians
whom Easton interviewed provided a good example of this kind of
duplicity; they claimed that, instead of converting Philip, Sassamon
was cheating him: “report was he was a bad man that king Philop got
him to write his will and he made the writing for a gret part of the land
to be his but read as if it had bine as Philop wold, but it Came to be
knone and then he run away from him.”"!

This last explanation provides perhaps the most unequivocal instance
of Sassamon’s exploitation of his literacy. Pretending to write down
what Philip dictated, Sassamon instead substituted his own words and
then, when asked to read the document aloud, read as though he had
written what Philip requested. This was the power that Sassamon
wielded, “for he could write, though the King his master could not so
much as read.””? While it may or may not be true, this particular story
about the writing of the will, told to Easton by a group of Pokanoket
Indians, suggests that it had special significance for them. To the
Pokanokets, at least, Sassamon’s literacy was mysterious, potent, and
dangerous. It marked him as a man who could not be trusted.

But it was not his literacy that made Sassamon untrustworthy; it was
how he got that way in the first place. Learning to read and write—and
especially learning to read and write English—were among the very
last steps on the path to cultural conversion. Steps taken earlier along
this same path were considered not nearly as corrupting. Many New
England Indians were bilingual; speaking English was useful for
trading, among other things, and did not necessarily signify any
particular loyalty to the English. Dressing as an Englishman and
worshipping the Christian God were of course much less ambiguous;
those practices clearly marked an Indian as having a compromised
relationship with the English. Still, many Indians lived and attended
church in praying towns simply because they needed the food and
shelter, and then only temporarily; they took off English clothes as
easily as they had put them on. Literacy, however, was a special kind of
marker, one that branded its possessor, perhaps most especially in his
own eyes, as an Indian who had spent years and years with the English;
his very “Indianness” was thus called into question.

When, in 1637, the Pequots who spied John Sassamon asked him,
“What are you, an Indian or an Englishman?” they were quite some
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distance away. As soon as they were close enough to see for them-
selves, he pulled out his gun and fired. No doubt he was demonstrating
his loyalty to the English by providing abundant proof of his readiness
to kill Indians in cold blood. But perhaps he could think of no other
answer to the question, a question he must have asked himself each day.
He was a very young, and probably a very angry, man. Not necessarily
yet literate when he fought the Pequots, Sassamon was certainly
already bilingual and bicultural. As the years went on—as he became
more Christianized, more anglicized, more literate—his position would
only become more and more difficult. “Passing” as an Englishman was
never really an option for any Indian born in the early seventeenth
century, except at a distance. And, as he became more immersed in
English society, Sassamon probably also lost his ability to blend in with
Indians.

If the native community considered a literate, Christian Indian too
English, the English probably considered him too educated and,
ultimately, still too Indian. Josiah Winslow, after all, paid no attention
to John Sassamon’s warning about Philip’s plans for war. Even though
Winslow knew Sassamon was a minister in Namasket, his word was
still only “the testimony of an Indian and therefore of a suspected
original.”*® Just how little the English trusted praying Indians can be
seen in how badly they treated them when the war broke out.
Unconvinced of the converts’ loyalty, the colonists quickly shipped
hundreds of praying Indians to Deer Island in Boston Harbor, where
they were interred for the war’s duration and left with neither food,
shelter, nor adequate means to obtain them. During the bitter winter,
many of these Indians died from starvation or exposure.” Joseph
Tachuppouillan, an Indian minister in the praying town of Hassanomessit,
managed to escape from Deer Island to John Eliot’s house, where he
spoke of his impossible position, as a man hated by Indians and English
alike.

Oh Sir [said Tachuppouillan] I am greatly distressed this day on every side,
the English have taken away some of my estate, my corn, . . . my plough,
cart, chaine, & other goods. The enemy Indians have also taken a part of what
I had, & the richest Indians mock & scoff at me, saying now what has
become of your praying to God. The English also censure me, & say I am a
hypocrite. In this distress, I have no where to look, but up to God in Heaven,
to help me.%
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Like John Sassamon, Tachuppouillan was a man who had mediated
successfully between two very different cultures, but only for a time.
Eventually, their mediating status, putting men in danger, left Sassamon
dead and Tachuppouillan a fugitive. It is impossible for us to judge the
exact cultural position of men such as these. Although Sassamon “was
observed to conform more to the English Manners than any other
Indian,” the facts of his life are by no means clear on the question of
whether his primary attachment was to one people or the other.” He
may well have been a devout Christian and servant of Eliot’s cause who
experienced brief and minor crises of faith. If this were so, he probably
was acting more or less as a spy for Eliot when he worked for Philip
and therefore was, in many ways, a traitor to his own people. But who
were his own people? Sassamon had apparently been raised by an
English family from a relatively young age. No doubt this caused him
significant confusion. Rather than being unequivocally loyal to the
English, it seems most likely that Sassamon remained troubled and
confused about to whom he most owed his allegiance. Serving as
secretary to Alexander and Philip may have been a genuine embracing
of the native community from which he recoiled only as rumors of war
began. Or, as the most cynical interpreter might read the facts,
Sassamon switched sides according to the potential for personal and
pecuniary gain.

Whatever their motivations in doing so, Sassamon and others like
him were able to switch sides with such facility because of their
linguistic abilities. Sassamon had skills to offer both Eliot and Philip.
As a child, he learned to read and write in a religious context; whoever
taught him meant to convert him. Sometimes, he used his linguistic
skills to further Eliot’s missionary program: he helped Eliot translate
religious works into English, became a teacher at Natick, and prosely-
tized to Philip. At other times, Sassamon used his linguistic skills to
help Philip: he served as scribe, witness, translator, interpreter, and
clerk. Sassamon also used his skills and position to acquire land for
himself and his family and, possibly, to steal from Philip.

But these same skills, and the untenable cultural position they put
him in, would eventually lead Sassamon to his death, a death that
signaled the failure of the English and native cultures to live together
peaceably, the gradual loss of native political autonomy, and the
eventual extinction of the Massachusett language. Immediately after
King Philip’s War, thousands of captured Indians were sold out of the



DEAD MEN TELL NO TALES 501

country as slaves; this ensured the impossibility of another large-scale
insurrection and further restricted the political power of the remaining,
unconverted Indians. And converted Indians, left to suffer and starve on
an isolated island, were no less immune to the war’s devastations.”’” By
the time the war ended in 1676, the Christian and non-Christian native
population of southeastern New England had been dramatically re-
duced. King Philip’s War, often referred today as “Metacom’s Rebel-
lion,” was the last concerted effort of a federation of New England
tribes to oust the English settlers; Philip’s defeat ushered in a new era of
accommodation with the colonists, one that interspersed with more
limited warfare.

But the war also marked the decline of English attempts to convert
and educate the Indians; in some ways, Eliot’s missionary program died
with Sassamon. As Neal Salisbury has remarked, “the war brought not
only the defeat of the hostile Indians but the end of the missionary
program as conceived by Eliot.”*® At Harvard, the building erected as an
Indian College was soon put to other purposes. By 1677, two years
after the war ended, its only use, ironically, was to house the Cam-
bridge Press, where the colonists’ many accounts of their version of the
story of King Philip’s War were printed.” Few praying towns survived
King Philip’s War, and most of the Indian Bibles that Sassamon helped
translate and Eliot printed were destroyed during the fighting, some
maliciously, no doubt. Dutch traders who ran into Eliot three years after
the war asked him for an Indian Bible, but Eliot apologized that “in the
late Indian War all the Bibles and Testaments were carried away and
burned or destroyed, so that he had not been able to save any for
himself; but a new edition was in press, which he hoped would be much
better than the first one, though that was not to be despised.”'®

Despite the new printing, the Society for the Propagation of the
Gospel became more and more reluctant to publish any more works in
the Indian language; instead, they urged missionaries to teach the
Indians English. While a handful of praying towns, including Natick,
survived into the eighteenth century, they soon lost first their religious
zeal, then their political autonomy, and finally their ability to preserve
their native language. In 1698, the church membership at Natick had
dropped to seven men and three women; by the 1720s, the largely
secular community was no longer self-governing. The Massachusett
language also languished. By 1720, the paucity of books written in
Massachusett made the preservation of the language impossible even
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for literate Indians.!®' In 1745, one observer claimed that there were
fewer than twenty families of Massachusett speakers, “and scarce any
of these can read.” Of the Indian Bible, he would ask, “Cui bono?'

* %k 3k

King Philip’s War did not destroy the native population in southeast-
ern New England; today, there are some 25,000 Native Americans
living in the area. Nor did the war end all of the colonists’ efforts to
learn Indian languages and to educate and convert Indians; those
efforts, though radically diminished, continued well into the eighteenth
century, most notably through the work of Josiah Cotton and Experi-
ence Mayhew. But King Philip’s War made a difference, the kind of
difference that makes it difficult to reconstruct the history of the native
peoples of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New England. Like
John Sassamon, many of those Massachusett, Pokanoket, Narragansett,
and Pequot Indians who acquired literacy in the course of converting to
Christianity were killed before they had the chance to write their
histories. And it was in no small part their literacy, and their cultural
and religious conversions, that led to such conflicts as that which began
in 1675.19

Contrary to the theories proposed by anthropologists two decades
ago, the story of John Sassamon suggests that literacy, when acquired at
the expense of cultural autonomy, might sometimes make history
impossible, at least temporarily. When John Sassamon learned to read
and write, he did not magically cross an invisible boundary between
orality and literacy; he did not spontaneously abandon mythological
concepts and begin to think historically. But with his acquisition of
literacy came an extraordinarily complicated and tenuous cultural
position as a mediator between two very different cultures. And
Sassamon exploited this position in ways that had fatal consequences.
The first casualty was the Pequot man killed in 1637 by Sassamon, who
was furious at being asked the question that haunted him, “What are
you, an Indian or an Englishman?” The unanswerableness of this
question would eventually kill Sassamon too. Still, his liminal cultural
position is probably best understood as an allegory for the tensions
dividing Indians and English in seventeenth-century New England,
tensions that would prove fatal to the thousands of Native Americans
who died in King Philip’s War. Those deaths interrupted the continuity
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of the native population and in a sense broke the New England tribes
from their cultural and political moorings. It was not until 1836 that a
New England Indian writer, Pequot William Apess, emerged to write
the history of King Philip’s War. If Sassamon had survived the
consequences of literacy, he might have written such a history a century
and a half earlier.

On the other hand, he might not have. Even though literate,
Sassamon might never have thought to write a history of his life, his
people, or their calamitous war. Because little evidence survives to tell
us how he thought, it remains a possibility that Sassamon did in fact
lack the kind of “historical sensibility” anthropologists have commonly
attributed to literate peoples. Frustratingly, we will never know. And, as
sketchy as Sassamon’s life story is, it is much more complete than
most. Of the four other Indians who attended Harvard’s Indian College
in the seventeenth century, all that we really know is that three fell
victim to the fatal consequences of extended contact with the English:
one died of consumption, one died of unknown causes, and one was
killed by other Indians.'™ Yet, certainly several New England Indians
did survive the consequences of literacy. Still, none of them has left a
diary or a series of letters about their lives, at least not that has ever
been found. Neither, of course, did all the colonists involved in the war
take the time to write about it. Murder may have silenced John
Sassamon but something else silenced John Eliot. In his diary at the end
of 1675, Eliot looked back at the year’s devastations, “the history
whereof,” he wrote helplessly, “I canot, I may not relate.”* Much later,
after the war had ended, Eliot recalled, “I desisted fro[m] this work of
recording p’ticular matters,” partly because “I thought not my selfe so
fitting.” Moreover, “knowing that it was comited to othrs” (including
powerful Puritan divines like Increase Mather and William Hubbard),
Eliot explained, “I declined it.”!%

Eliot was silenced, perhaps, not only by the pain of remembering and
recounting the war but also by the censorship that awaited any account
sympathetic toward the Indians. As Eliot’s missionary colleague Daniel
Gookin leafed through the pages and pages written about the war by his
fellow colonists, he cynically remarked, “Forasmuch as sundry persons
have taken pains to write and publish historical narratives of the war,
between the English and Indians in New England, but very little hath
been hitherto declared (that I have seen) concerning the Christian
Indians, who, in reality, may be judged to have no small share in the
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effects and consequences of this war.”” Boldly, Gookin decided to
remedy the situation and to tackle the job himself. “Therefore,” he
resolved, “(through divine assistance) I shall endeavour to give a
particular and real account of this affair.”'” It probably did not occur to
Gookin that he might instead have encouraged one of the literate
Indians he knew to write such an account; in fact, he did not so much
notice the absence of accounts written by Indians as the lack of
discussion, in English accounts, about Indians, and here he referred
only to Christian Indians. Still, Gookin’s sympathy with any Indians at
all may have been subversive enough—his “Historical Account of the
Doings and Sufferings of the Christian Indians in New England,” a
manuscript presented to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel
in London and clearly written for immediate publication, was put aside
to gather the dust of a hundred years.'®

Second to John Sassamon, James Printer would seem to have been
the most likely New England Indian to write a history of the war. Yet
Printer, who had betrayed the English and fought with Philip during the
war, had trouble enough already. Taking advantage of a brief period of
amnesty declared by the English at the end of the war, Printer was
allowed to resume his position at the Cambridge Press only by bringing
with him “som of the enemies heads” on his return.'® Any further act of
disloyalty, such as writing an account of the war sympathetic with
Philip’s cause, would surely have put Printer in great danger and would
most likely have resulted in his execution. Moreover, while setting the
type for such works as Increase Mather’s Brief History of the Warr with
the Indians, Printer probably learned quickly that his own version of
that same story would not be a welcome addition to the press’s output.

With a diminished population, a dying language, and dwindling
political power, it is no surprise that seventeenth- and early eighteenth-
century New England Indians left few written records. This absence,
unfortunately, makes it impossible for us to resolve the question of
whether the acquisition of literacy affected how they thought about
their history. We simply do not know enough about Indians such as
John Sassamon to fully answer that question. But his story can suggest
to us that refocusing our attention on the context of literacy—especially
the conditions under which it is acquired and the uses to which it is
put—can help us to understand such cultural encounters as that
between English and Indians in seventeenth-century New England
better. Sassamon’s is a small, highly allegorical tale, but it suggests that
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the acquisition of literacy acting in tandem with conversion to Chris-
tianity can be a dangerous, even fatal combination.

But do dead men nonetheless sometimes tell tales? Cotton Mather
believed they did. Looking back at Sassamon’s death nearly thirty years
after the fact, Mather claimed that Sassamon’s dead body had issued a
message to the Plymouth Court during the murder trial. When one of
the accused Indians approached the decaying body, it began “a bleeding
afresh, as if it had been newly been slain; . . . albeit he had been
deceased and interred for a considerable while before.”!'* This provi-
dential act of God, Mather believed, demonstrated the guilt of the
accused. It is strange irony that to Mather, one of America’s earliest and
most prolific historians, John Sassamon wrote his story, not with words,
but with his very blood. This irony was not entirely lost on the colonists
themselves, one of whom remarked that, through the wounds he
inflicted on English bodies, the war was Philip’s only chance to be
“found in print now drawing [hi]s own reportt in blud not Ink.”!!!
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