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“. . . Let loose upon them. 
Rise now my dear sons, fortitude and virtue 

Highly become you, never never suffer 
Monsters more cruel than the savage Indians . . .” 

- An Ode, August 21st, 17772 
 

Historians of American history focus on the American Revolutionary War for several 

reasons with a common goal: to replace the popular story of American unity and triumph with 

the ugly, disjointed and desperate truth. American heroes appear in textbooks as General George 

Washington, Paul Revere, Thomas Paine: the privileged white men of society, and whom history 

could comfortably claim as the figureheads of their endeavor towards freedom. This white-

washed narrative excludes the roles of minorities throughout the Revolution, in which women, 

enslaved persons, immigrants, and Native Americans’ stories are suppressed or erased. In an 

attempt to give minorities back the agency they rightfully earned through the American conflict, 

this project analyzes the roles of geographically distant Native American Patriots throughout the 

Revolutionary War to understand why they chose to align with the Americans and how the 

budding Americans responded to their indigenous allies, all intended to grant agency to Native 

Americans, whose voices and contributions were smothered by white American Patriots during 

and succeeding the American Revolution.  

To properly accredit and acknowledge Native roles, however, this project must approach 

both the American Revolution and the art of history differently than the approaches of previous 

generations of historians. Quoting Michael McDonnell, professor of Early American History at 

the University of Sydney, “the primary story of this era and this region has to be a Native-driven 

story.”3 This project cannot be a white-driven narrative from the explicit point of view of a white 

history. Although the words and actions of Native Americans during the revolution are 

accessible to historians via white interpreters and witnesses, anthropological, archaeological, and 
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material evidence alongside that of letters, treaties, newspapers, and other sources must fill in the 

gaps to uncover the reality of Native American participation and sacrifice in the building of the 

foundation for the United States of America we know today.  

“My father’s eyes were blue / like his grandfather’s / but if I trace the line / of 

nose and chin / it is his grandmother’s face / I see. Abenaki woman:”4  

Amerindian/European Interactions Pre-1776 

Throughout the American Revolution, Native Americans near and along the Eastern coast 

of the United States were forced to choose between aligning with the British, the newly 

radicalized Patriots, or attempting to establish and hold neutrality. Over the course of seven 

years, approximately twelve tribes, or factions thereof, chose to align with the Patriots: the 

Catawba and factions of the Creek and Chickasaw in the South, the Stockbridge, Mahican, and 

Housatonics in Central and Southern New England, the two Iroquoian nations, the Oneida and 

the Tuscaroras, and the Passamaquoddie, Penobscot, Maliseet, and Mi’kmaq tribes to the North 

in modern-day Maine and Nova Scotia.  

Although these nations all contributed to the war effort on behalf of the Patriots by the 

war’s end, not all people joined simultaneously. For some, like the Stockbridge in Southwestern 

Massachusetts, neutrality was not an option. Their proximity to the conflict forced the 

Stockbridge to pick a side in the quickly escalating war. For others, neutrality was “more likely 

to make the village a target than a haven,”5 as the British and Americans alike pressured Native 

Americans to provide manpower, food, support, and guides for their respective sides. While the 

British tried to negotiate with the Abenaki and muster allies, “the nature of Abenaki society” 

frustrated the British, and in negotiating “with chiefs . . . [the British] ignored the social, 

political, economic, and geographical realities of Abenaki life.”6 Native Americans varied in 
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their willingness to support the Patriots, as well as in the extent to which they helped guide the 

Americans to victory. The role of the Abenaki, specifically the Wabanaki Confederacy 

(putu’swaqn) – the Mi’kmaq, Penobscot, Maliseet, and Passamaquoddie – provides insight into 

Native American allies, as the Abenaki’s reasoning for joining the Patriots was more than simply 

geological.7 

The Wabanaki Confederacy share several qualities, including language (Algonquian), 

Catholicism, tribal enemies and allies, geography, and social and economic methods of living. 

Native to modern-day northern Maine and Nova Scotia, the Wabanaki Confederacy, or Abenaki 

peoples more generally, had a history of European interactions, dating to the arrival of the 

Basque in the 1520s, and perhaps earlier. The Gulf of St. Lawrence drew the French, Spanish, 

Portuguese, and English to fish; however, the French and Portuguese were the two prominent 

nations who approached the shores. The French were largely indifferent to the Native population; 

however, their presence in North America led to a common trade system with surrounding 

Native Americans, which increased in the late sixteenth century as beaver pelt hats became 

popular on the mainland. Competition for trade with the French, and Europeans more broadly, 

became a source a conflict for Native Americans, sparking wars such as the Mi’kmaq and 

Iroquoian war about 1534.8 A religious revitalization in France led to an increase in Jesuit 

missionaries among Northern Native Americans, especially in Quebec, in 1626, and the 

Christianization of Huron and Algonquian speaking peoples strengthened ties between the 

French and the surrounding Natives. Protected by looming mountains and geographical distance, 

“Canada’s allies formed a force of unknowable size that terrified the New England frontier;”9 

however, relationships between the Abenaki and the French became strained with the 

militarization of French settlers in 1668. Still allies and trade partners, tension between Northern 
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Amerindians and the French would continue to escalate over the next century leading into the 

American Revolution.  

 During the French and Indian War of 1754-1763, the Wabanaki Confederacy aligned 

with the French, as well as the Anishinaabeg, Cherokee, Shawnees, Delawares, Conoys, 

Nanticokes, Tutelos, and others, including their long-standing enemies, the Iroquois.10 

Throughout the conflict, Native Americans both prospered and suffered from the clashing global 

superpowers, with Europeans desperate for Native allies and aid. Europeans had to cater to the 

whims of Native Americans, lest they turn against them. Gift exchanges and participation and 

acknowledgment of tribal authority became crucial to maintaining alliances, a process that 

became common place, and crucial, during the American Revolution over a decade later, where 

Native American allies often determined the outcome of battles. Possibly the most important 

factor of European and Native interactions throughout the French and Indian War, and the one 

that Europeans found the most difficult to understand, was the tribal concept of leadership. As 

the French and the British sought out Native allies, they could not escape the Western mentality 

of governing bodies. Chingouabé, an Ojibwe ogimaa, or chief, during the French and Indian 

War, told the French: 

“It is not the same with us as with you. When you command all the French obey 
and go to war. But I shall not be heeded and obeyed by my nation in like manner. 
Therefore, I cannot answer except for myself and those immediately allied or 
related to me.”11 
 

Europeans appealed to chiefs and leaders of tribes and villages; however, chiefs had very little 

control over a large majority of their people. As a result, determining who allied with whom 

becomes difficult to know, and therefore, when a nation in this project names a tribe as a whole, 

the implication is that a majority of that tribe or nation was associated with the event.  
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“Your Indian friends from the north will do what they can in your favour:”12 

Wabanaki Contributions 

 To say that all people within the Wabanaki Confederacy aligned, aided, and suffered for 

the Patriot cause would be false. There is no factual way to determine what every person, or even 

every village, chose to do; however, military records, among others, provide insight into what 

some chose to do. The “White Chief of the Saint Francis Abenakis,” an Abenaki tribe located in 

present day Vermont, led one party of patriotic leaning Abenaki, while another party favored 

King George and the British.13 records show that most, although probably not all, Abenaki 

assisted the Patriots through a variety of means, including Continental enlistment, serving as 

spies or guides, providing supplies for war weary soldiers, and in some cases, leading battalions.

 One form of Native contribution, and the one of the most common, was to serve as a 

guide, messenger, or spy. Native Americans had served as guides for Europeans since the 

fifteenth century, leading explorers or conquistadors through unfamiliar terrain. Familiar with 

both the physical and political geography, Native Americans knew the most efficient routes to 

travel, and how to avoid other Nations’ territories or war paths, ensuring a safer, quicker journey 

than a European, a foreigner, could accomplish alone. One of the most famous European 

expeditions of the Eastern Shore, Colonel Benedict Arnold’s march to Quebec in 1775, relied 

heavily on the assistance of Penobscot guides. In his last discovered journal entry on October 30, 

Arnold described how two Penobscots, “who appeared friendly . . . assisted us over the 

Portage,”14 which his crew had been struggling to pass the previous several days. Several men 

from the march recorded interactions with Native Americans, usually Penobscot, but on occasion 

“Abenaquis,”15 who aided their journey. One young man of seventeen, John Joseph Henry, 

recorded a conversation between “the worthy and respectable Indian, Natanis, and his brother 
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Sabatis, with some others of their tribe, (the Abenaquis),”16 and Arnold’s company. When asked 

why Natanis and his brother did not seek help from “your friends,” Natanis replied, “you would 

have killed me.”17 Despite the guidance the Abenaki gave Arnold’s expedition, anti-Native 

sentiment drove the men’s first instinct to violence when confronted with a Native, friend or foe.  

 On July 10th, 1776, ten delegates from the St. John’s, or Maliseet, and the Mi’kmaq tribes 

arrived in Watertown, Massachusetts, responding to letters sent to them by the Massachusetts 

Council and George Washington from February 1776 and October of the year prior. Over the 

next several days, during which a variety of gift giving occurs, Ambroise Saint-Aubin, Maliseet 

and speaker of the delegation, confirms both that the Nova Scotian Native “esteem [Bostonians] 

as our own people, and treat them as such,” and that the French “are all for you [Patriots].”18 

Pledging the military aid of sixty Maliseet men and more than 280 Mi’kmaq men, Ambroise 

claimed that “all our People [Maliseet and Mi’kmaq] are all one as Boston,”19 and on July 22nd, 

delegates from the Penobscots also agreed to “willing[ly] subject ourselves”20 to the Patriots, 

“and all that we shall Worship or obey will be Jesus Christ, and Gen.l Washington.” 21 

Acknowledging that some Abenaki may have chosen to disagree with their chiefs and elders, to 

say that all Mi’kmaq and Maliseet agreed and cooperated with the British would be impossible to 

factually prove. Research does show, however, that a number of Wabanaki Confederacy became 

heavily involved in the American revolution via various means. 

 After meeting with the Penobscot delegation in July of 1776, Washington enlisted the 

Penobscots for two to three years of service; however, records indicate that Penobscots may have 

enlisted, and served, in the continental army before and after the designated enlistment period. 

Thirty-one-year-old John Tenny of the Penobscots entered the Continental Army on May 3rd, 

1775, and was appointed First Lieutenant on June 20th, 1776, where he continued to serve as far 
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into the war as July 12th, 1780,22 long after the Penobscots’ term of enlistment set by Washington 

had passed. Not only did nearly four hundred Native Americans, predominantly Abenaki, join 

Burgoyne’s campaign in 1777, some Wabanaki also became ranking officers, including First 

Lieutenant Tenny and Captain John Lain, a Penobscot, who requested “a small Quantity of 

Powder for Supplying said Indians” on July 10th, 1775.23 The Committee of Supplys in 

Watertown, Massachusetts agreed, and granted the Penobscots twenty-five pounds of gunpowder 

from the public stores. The accepted request proves the close allegiance between the Penobscots 

and the Patriots, and it shows how vital Native Americans, especially those of the Wabanaki 

Confederacy, were to the outcome of the American Revolution.  

 While some Native Americans earned leadership roles, many served as enlistees for 

either months or years. Several men listed as being from ‘Penobscot’ submitted grants and 

pension applications, seeking payment after serving in the continental army. Among them, at 

least two men were documented with a Descriptive List, including James Kavan, age thirty, 

whose complexion was noted as ‘Dark,’ compared to the common ‘Light,’ or the uncommon 

‘Ruddy.’24 The Descriptive List reveals Native American enlistees, but it also records specific 

contributions, lengths of service, and location of the document being drawn. For James Kavan, 

the line for ‘belonging to’ is scratched out, and in its place is handwritten the word ‘town,’ which 

is recorded as Newburyport in Massachusetts. Enlisting for nine months, starting July 16th, 1779, 

Kavan’s remarks are listed as ‘Not Given’ on his forms; however, Kavan’s term of enlistment 

began and ended after the Penobscots’ term of enlistment.25 His distance from home, almost a 

week’s travel on foot, serves as a stark contrast to many local Massachusetts enlistees, who often 

preferred local militias to service in the continental army to reduce the distance from home.  
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 Not only did the Wabanaki support the Patriots as soldiers and guides, but Native 

Americans also provided food and other provisions to struggling Americans. During Arnold’s 

march, the Wabanaki supplied “Arnold and his men with provisions, aid, and intelligence;” 

however, what marks this act as remarkable is their willingness to help despite specific 

instructions from British authorities of Quebec not to do so.26 Albeit less of a direct contribution, 

Native tools offered Patriots alternatives to supply shortages. On March 14, 1775, The Essex 

Gazette in Salem, Massachusetts recommends that those “who cannot conveniently provide 

themselves with Bayonets, would do well immediately to provide themselves with 

Tomahawks.”27 While it is unknown whether Natives actively provided Tomahawks to unarmed 

Patriots, American adoption of Native weaponry shows an ingenuity, and delineation, of the 

American way of viewing Native Americans. Despite their contributions, however, American 

Patriots viewed their Native allies less as “mutual friends and as Brothers,”28 and more as 

savage, bloodthirsty henchmen who thrive on conflict and terror. 

“More to be detested than the vilest Savage Indians that ever infested New-

England:”29  

Patriotic Interpretations of Native Americans 

 Thomas Jefferson was outspokenly hostile towards Native Americans. The Jeffersonian 

Era, beginning in the late eighteenth century, cultivated decades of anti-Native American 

sentiment; however, stereotypes of the violent, or “noble savage,”30 began before Jefferson’s 

‘civilizing’ programs of the early 1800s. George Washington learned during his participation in 

the French and Indian War that maintaining Native American allies was the key to victory, and 

he also recognized the important role Natives would play in the American Revolution. 

Washington explicitly reached out to the Wabanaki, requesting aid to fill the militia and the 
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Continental Army. Other patriots, and soon to be American citizens, however, regarded their 

Native American allies, not as saviors of the Revolution, but as controllable savages thrilled at 

the prospect of blood.  

 September 22, 1775, The Virginia Gazette published a column concerning recent Native 

American alliances with the Americans. The writer claimed that the “most powerful and warlike 

Indian nations” have turned from the British and “buried Carleton’s (Canadian governor of 

Quebec’s) wampum” belt; however, the article is not one of praise for their allies’ strength. The 

paper followed with a description of the ease of training enslaved persons: “besides, it would 

take but a few months to train 30 or 40,000 slaves for that purpose.” By opening with ‘besides,’ 

The Virginia Gazette implies that Native American allies were appreciated, but equal to slaves in 

American minds, and therefore worth less than an American participant.31 The stereotype of the 

‘warlike’ or ignorant Indian distorted every mention of Native Americans during the American 

Revolution, friend or foe. Other mentions of Native Americans, however, were much more 

damaging to the American Indian’s image.  

 On July 5, 1776, The Virginia Gazette published a paper, listing the King of England’s 

wrongdoings against the colonists. One accusation reads as follows: “By endeavoring to bring on 

the inhabitants of our frontiers the merciless Indian Savages, whose known role of warfare is an 

undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions of existence.”32 For the next month 

and beyond, newspapers throughout the colonies would reprint this column: The Pennsylvania 

Evening Post the following day, The Connecticut Courant on July 15, The Continental Journal, 

and Weekly Advertiser on August 2, and dozens other reprints in numerous other journals and 

papers. The stereotype of the ‘merciless Indian savage’ filled American minds and become most 

accessible through Patriotic propaganda. Thomas Paine wrote on January 13, 1777 in The Boston 
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Gazette concerning “The American Crisis” of the dangers of Patriots relieving themselves of 

their weapons. He called for the “Yemen of Pennsylvania” to recognize the possibility, not of 

being at the mercy of the British or the Hessians, but of “fall[ing] an easy prey to the Indians, 

who are all armed.”33 By 1777, Native allies intermingled with American regiments, shared 

battle tactics, clothing and food with struggling soldiers, and traveled through colonial towns to 

speak with congresses and committees to discuss terms of alliance; however, in the minds of 

average citizens, Native Americans were equivalent to mercenaries, to the ‘nameless horde,’ if 

their contribution was acknowledged at all. Instead of reflecting on Native contributions, 

newspapers focused attention on events that would solidify the ‘merciless Indian savage’ 

stereotype.  

 Scalping was explicitly associated with Native American barbarity, although both 

Americans and the British practiced scalping and offered rewards for the scalps of their enemies. 

On July 27, 1777, Jane McCrea, engaged to an officer in Burgoyne’s army and sister to a British 

officer, was killed and scalped by Native Americans near Fort Edward. She, according to one 

column, was removed from her home, “carried into the woods, and there scalped and mangled in 

a most shocking manner.” According to a letter by Major General Gates in response to a letter 

from Lieutenant General Burgoyne, dated September 8, 1778, and published in The Continental 

Journal, and Weekly Advertiser in Boston on the same day, “Miss McRea . . . met her murderer, 

employed by you [Burgoyne].” The letter, re-published in several newspapers, goes on to 

describe the more than one hundred men, women, and children whom “the ruffians” had 

murdered, blaming Burgoyne for the deaths.34 In this instance, Native Americans as people are 

completely removed from the narrative. Tribal affiliation does not matter to Gage, nor Burgoyne, 

and most likely not to the journal. Another piece from The Pennsylvania Packet on August 12 
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includes the detail that “a large number of Regulars were at a little distance, spectators of the 

horrid act.”35 Whether British troops were present during the murder or not does not alter the 

intention of these publications. The message of this publication is to warn of the deplorability of 

the British, while also stressing the inherent savage nature of the Native Americans.  

 Not all Americans hated, or even opposed, Native American allies. One private soldier, 

Joseph Plumb Martin, recorded of his Campaign in 1778, that: “to tell the sober truth, I had in 

those days as life have been incorporated with a tribe of western Indians as with any of the 

southern troops.”36 Although he referred to the Natives as “stout-looking fellows and remarkably 

neat for that race of mortals,”37 Martin described interactions with Natives as being favorable to 

time spent in the company of fellow Americans, and especially preferred to regiments “which 

consisted mostly, as the Pennsylvanians did, of foreigners.”38 Martin, however, had a different 

outlook on the war than many recipients of wartime news. A Continental soldier, Martin relied 

on Native Americans to fill depleted ranks and to safeguard him and his fellow soldiers against 

enemy, Native or otherwise, attacks. Simply put, Martin needed Native Americans to survive, 

and so the question arises: did Native Americans need the Patriots? 

“Why should we fight for t’other country, for we never see t’other country; 

our hunting is in this country:”  

Why Fight? 

 Prior to 1776, the Wabanaki Confederacy interacted with the British and the French 

regularly through trade, war, and simple proximity. Geographically closer to French colonies 

than British, the Abenaki were granted a luxury other Eastern Natives were not: to remove 

themselves from the conflict. True, the Wabanaki Confederacy allied against the British during 

the French and Indian War and a majority of the Anglo-Wabanaki Wars of 1676-1760; however, 



Post 12 
 

they had no obligation to enter a conflict with the British now. Still reeling from the century long 

state of uneasy peace and turmoil, including a series of pandemics that plagued the Abenaki 

during the 1750’s*, the Wabanaki’s were physically distant from the core conflict. Neutrality was 

not an option for the Stockbridge and other eastern Nations due to their proximity to the fighting, 

so why would the Wabanaki risk their future, and the future of their people, by allying with the 

American Patriots? One Abenaki woman on the Androscoggin River spoke against Native 

interference in the American Revolution, questioning “why should we fight for t’other country, 

for we never see t’other country; our hunting is in this country.” While her question rang true for 

many Abenaki, others saw the American Revolution as a risky opportunity that could unfold to 

their benefit. In fact, the Wabanaki had several reasons to reach out to the patriots making 

demands of the “strange Englishmen [who] kill one another.” 39  

 Neutrality as a viable option dissolved after the American invasion of Quebec in 1775. 

Previously a place of refuge for many Abenaki, Odanak was surrounded by the American 

Revolution. † The distance from the American conflict the Abenaki once enjoyed became non-

existent, and many Native Americans were concerned about the consequences of aiding either 

the Americans or the British. The Wabanaki had no love for the British, nor the Americans, who 

they saw as “Brothers, as Children of the same Family.”40 Once Odanak became physically 

involved in the war, Odanak “emerged as a conduit for the dissemination of war news,” 

accessible to all Abenaki, whether pro-American or pro-British.41 The American Revolution 

 
* A particularly brutal epidemic of smallpox made “great ravages” to the Mi’kmaq in 1757, contributing to the end 
of the Anglo-Wabanaki Wars as raiding parties diminished, the last party fleeing to Halifax in December of the 
same year.  
† Settled by the Abenaki approximately 1700, the village of Odanak is situated near modern day Trois-Rivieres and 
Sorel in Quebec. During the American Revolution, Odanak served as a meeting place for all Abenaki, pro- or anti- 
Patriotic, to gather and discuss war news. For more information refer to Colin Calloway’s American Revolution in 
Indian Country. 
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became an inescapable conflict for most Abenaki, as the movement of soldiers and supplies from 

both sides interrupted the daily lives of the Wabanaki.  

 On July 22nd of 1776, two Penobscot chiefs, Oreno and Ausong, met with a 

representative of the Council of Massachusetts to discuss their conditions for aligning with the 

Patriots. Offering gifts, the Penobscots asked for three things specifically: a French priest, 

regulation of trade among the Wabanaki, the French, and the Americans, and the creation and 

reinforcement of a boundary line separating Native lands from the Europeans. When asking for 

“a priest to sit down quietly among us,” the chiefs add a thinly veiled threat, stating that, should a 

Jesuit priest not be provided, “young People will go to Canada and they might be brought over to 

act against these(?) colonies.” Not only does this demand demonstrate their deep-rooted 

historical connection to Jesuit missionaries, but the implication of consequences also underscores 

the power that the Abenaki knew they held over the Patriots. These Penobscot chiefs knew that 

the Americans relied on their support, or more importantly, their agreement to make enemies of 

the British, to win the war. To make enemies of the Penobscots risked the entirety of the 

Wabanaki Confederacy turning to the British, and Benjamin Greenleaf, speaker on behalf of the 

Council of Massachusetts, assured them that acquiring a Priest presented no issue. The chiefs 

also requested a regulation of trade with the French, as other Native nations and colonists fought 

over exclusive, or prioritized, access to French goods. Their final request, however, gave 

Greenleaf pause, as he carefully explained why he could not accommodate their final demand.42  

 The Penobscot chiefs demanded a boundary line to separate their Native lands from the 

encroachment of Europeans, Americans included. Greenleaf claimed that the “just and 

reasonable the above mention’s Requests” are “not in our Power to grant full Relief,” as they 

represented only a small portion of a larger governing body. While he personally denied their 
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request for land security, Greenleaf implied that other governing bodies may fulfill their demand, 

although he does not explicitly say so. The encroachment of land serves as the most important 

reasoning for Penobscot, and Wabanaki, interference. French colonists settled along the 

Penobscot river and established towns of social and economic prosperity, as well as missionary 

villages, or ‘praying towns.’ European presences near or within Native lands disrupted Native 

hunting, fishing, and agricultural practices. Additionally, as both the French and the British 

created settlements and built forts closer to Abenaki territory, the Wabanaki recognized the threat 

of land theft. Asking the Americans to establish a boundary was then more than a demand for 

separation; their demand was for future aid in the case that some nation should breach that 

boundary. Greenleaf appealed to the Penobscots sense of brotherhood, a notion or idea that 

firmly connected the Wabanaki, hoping that their alliance “will be to the Satisfaction of the 

whole Tribe . . . promote your peace” so that the Americans might “live by you as Friends & 

Brethren.”43 What the Penobscots did not realize, however, was the toxic American hunger for 

land. George Washington, famed for his bravery during the American Revolution, was 

constantly aware of ‘unclaimed’ territory, and throughout the war “his main concern was 

acquiring land he thought was due to him—and some he knew was not. 44  The American people 

had little interest in safeguarding foreign lands, and even less interest in protecting Native 

Americans from outside forces.  

“That we may Enjoy our Privileges which we have been fighting for as other 

Americans:”45  

Native Retribution and Compensation 

 The end of the American Revolution inspired celebration from Patriots. For the 

Americans, the end of the war meant Continental soldiers would return home, farmers would no 
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longer need to send crops to distant soldiers, men would return home to manage their properties 

and families, and they’d won independence from Britain. Continental enlistees submitted 

pensions for compensation for their military contributions, and some, although not all, received 

payment in the form of land or money. For the Wabanaki, the end of the American Revolution 

signified the continuation of a relationship cultivated and strengthened from almost seven years 

of cooperation and brotherhood. Colonists and Natives, however, did not receive equitable 

compensation or recognition for their efforts.  

 The Treaty of Paris in 1783 defined the separation of Great Britain and the United States. 

Not only did the treaty acknowledge the newly independent United States, but also set clear 

boundaries for the shape of independence. Article 2 of the treaty explicitly defined the 

geographical boundaries of the United States; however, the boundaries included more land than 

was actively settled by the former colonists. The treaty defined United States territory as 

extending “from the Northwest Angle of Nova Scotia . . . due West . . . until it strikes the River 

Iroquois or Cataraquy . . . down along the middle of Saint Mary’s River to the Atlantic Ocean,” 

and further South to encompass the bottom of present-day Georgia.46 Much of the land the 

document claimed belonged to the Unites States was densely populated by Native Americans, 

and yet Americans planned to use much of their ‘newly acquired land’ as payment for American 

soldiers. In 1777, the Wabanaki listed protection from land encroachment as one of their 

demands for assisting in the Revolution, but the United States’ new border in Nova Scotia 

encompassed much of Abenaki lands in present-day Maine. The Wabanaki specifically 

established three demands in exchange for their aid, and the Treat of Paris deemed one of those 

terms as null and void. 



Post 16 
 

 In the midst of the American Revolution, and in the ensuing years, the Wabanaki 

Confederacy, despite their contributions, were of far less priority to American officials than 

American citizens. Wabanaki served the American cause as soldiers, guides, and through other 

means; however, the United States failed to recognize, and later repay, their Wabanaki allies for 

their aid. Forced to relocate to the upper Connecticut area due to the harsh winter of 1777 and 

1778, many Wabanaki turned to the American patriots for clothing and food, reminiscent of 

pleas from starving American travelers whom the Wabanaki helped in years prior. Sympathetic 

patriots sent requests on behalf of the Wabanaki, asking for “clothing for his naked Indians” 

during the difficult winter, but no correspondence listed the supplying of clothes.47 In May 1778, 

a “committee from the Micmac & Saint Francois Indians’ visited Bedel at Haverbill asking what 

was to be done for them,” reinforcing the unwillingness of American colonists to help their 

Native allies.48  

 For many Native allies, the end of the conflict did not equate to a termination of alliances. 

Instead, the Wabanaki attempted to strengthen their relationship with the Americans by 

continuing to serve as scouts. In July 1786, representatives of the Penobscot and St. John’s 

tribes, led by Ausong, Neptune, and another man, appealed to Governor Bowdoin for “a quantity 

of Ammunition sufficient to Defend themselves,” and the Americans, against an impending 

attack from enemy Native Americans, whom the Wabanaki had seen gathering in the North.49 A 

result of the imminent threat, the Wabanaki refrained from traveling to fish and waited for a 

response from the Americans to decide their next course of action. In creating alliances, the 

Wabanaki hoped to use their relationship with the Americans to protect their lands and 

livelihoods, specifically from the encroaching Europeans and colonists, but also other Native 

tribes. Rather than offer support, American leaders debated their response, concerned “as to the 
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truth of the Information [which] I am at a loss to Determine,” and they withheld their support. 

While the Americans took no immediate action, a series of letters over the next month reveal a 

concern, or at the very least interest, of the possible, impending attack. The letters ended with the 

absence, or disappearance, of Governor Bowdoin, and nothing in the letters suggested the 

possibility of sending aid to the Wabanaki.50  

 Despite Wabanaki attempts to strengthen ties with the Americans, former patriots refused 

to acknowledge the extent of Abenaki aid in the American Revolution. Where once George 

Washington wrote letters to the Mi’kmaq asking for help and Penobscot delegates traveled under 

Washington’s request to enlist in the Continental army, Washington’s reliance on Native 

American troops waned in 1778. Washington pleaded with the Wabanaki two years prior to join 

the fight, and within two years, Washington chose to rely on the diminishing morale of American 

farmers. Notably, Washington’s waning reliance on Native American allies occurred prior to 

France’s involvement on behalf of the Americans.  

 The opportunity to encroach unimpeded by British officials onto Native American land 

served as a major contributing factor to Americans’ fervency for the seizure of liberty during the 

American Revolution. Bolstered by the declining image of Natives in the media, American 

citizens harbored a negative view towards all Native Americans, ally or otherwise. In the very 

few cases where Natives were granted leniency in American newspapers, Natives were still 

highly stereotyped and regarded as incapable of acting outside of their violent, savage trope. On 

October 12, 1780, The Independent Chronicle out of Boston wrote: “An instancs which cannot, 

like that of Mss. M’Crea, be laid to the charge of Indians, whose natural fierceness, unrestrained 

by discipline, led them beyond the will of the commanding officers.”51 This excerpt revealed an 

aspect of American perceptions towards Natives during the war not previously discussed in this 
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paper. The writer acknowledged that the individuals who killed Jane McCrea were aligned with 

the British, and under the orders of British officers, but the article does little to reassure 

American colonists that these enemy Natives were different than those allied with the 

Americans. Even when enemy Native Americans were acknowledged as being under the rule of 

an offensive party, the stereotype of the wild, violent, and savage Indian remained.  

 Where once Americans called on the Wabanaki for aid, even providing them with 

gunpowder, by 1778, American willingness to reciprocate declined. Several men with the 

birthplace of Penobscot submitted pension requests after their Continental enlistments, and none 

were fulfilled. Wabanaki pleas for food and clothing, a direct result of their involvement in the 

American Revolution, were ignored. American officials regarded their Native allies as useful, 

but ultimately, temporary, and would not send supplies or aid to an ally despised by many 

Americans. The slandering of Native Americans in newspapers, ally or otherwise, insured that 

the Wabanaki would never receive proper recognition, or compensation, during and immediately 

following the American Revolution.  

Conclusion 

          From 1775 to 1783, approximately a dozen tribes, consisting of hundreds of Native 

Americans located throughout the thirteen colonies and beyond into ‘unclaimed’ territory, helped 

guide the Americans to victory. These Native allies received no recognition, commemoration, or 

compensation during the war, nor in the years following. The Native tribes of the Wabanaki 

Confederacy – the Penobscots, Maliseet, Mi’kmaq, and Passamaquoddy – served the American 

cause often more fervently than those who would become Americans. Their contributions as 

guides, enlistees, military officers, messengers, spies, and more, created great strife among the 

Wabanaki Confederacy, as their involvement in the American Revolution drew the conflict 
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closer to their lands. Physically separated by geographical barriers and distance, neutrality was 

an option for the Wabanaki; however, the Wabanaki recognized the American Revolution as an 

opportunity for future protection from Europeans, as they witnessed other tribes, including the 

Iroquois, lose their land and freedom to Europeans and colonists alike. Ultimately, the 

Wabanaki’s sacrifice was in vain: Abenaki were forced to flee their homes as war drew near, 

lives and supplies were lost or given to support their American allies, and American opinions of 

Native Americans further declined, despite their contributions, which were essential to American 

victory. The Wabanaki, and all Natives, were treated with distrust during and after the war, and 

colonists were unable, or unwilling, to recognize ‘merciless Indian savages’ as allies and friends, 

leading to a loss of Wabanaki land and power in the years following the American Revolution.    

 Generations of scholars regarded history from a ‘top down’ perspective, recognizing 

prominent men and high society figures as the key to uncovering the past. Biographies, memoirs, 

auto-biographies, and studies of grand events, including the Boston Tea Party or the Battle of 

Saratoga, reveal facets of American history, but not every facet. The lower class, freed and 

enslaved African Americans, women, and Native Americans each contribute to the story of the 

American Revolution by providing perspectives and experiences different than those of the 

founding fathers. To study, or research, microhistories – examining history from the ‘bottom up’ 

– allows scholars to better recreate the worlds in which they study, and without narratives from 

minorities, and story is incomplete.  

 Scholarly attention concerning Native Americans, women, and slaved and enslaved 

African Americans during the American Revolution is relatively new to the historiography, and 

secondary source material pertaining to the Wabanaki during the American Revolution are few. 

This project focused on the Wabanaki Confederacy in present-day Maine and Nova Scotia to 
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recognize their contributions to the foundation of the United States as an experience unique in 

comparison to other tribes and nations located more directly in or around the American colonies. 

In the past several years, historians have begun to focus on suppressed or ignored stories, those 

of women during the war, of African Americans, and of Native Americans. Efforts to uncover 

these forgotten stories must continue, and this project urges future scholars to question their 

studies and ask two questions vital to the discipline of history: whose voice am I hearing, and 

whose have I yet to hear? 
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