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ABSTRACT

Once captured, white women were inducted inte Indian
society through a process of Dbenevolent education.
Contradicting the fearful expectations of most captives, the
Indians of the Eastern Woodlands displayed genuine regard for
the well-being of their prisoners. Transformed physically by
moccasins, feathers, jewelry, and paint, white captives were
welcomed into Indian society and adopted intc families to
replace members lost to disease or war. As members of the
tribe, the captives were treated with humanity and concern by
their new relatives, assuming a rank in society equal to that
of the individual they had replaced. Instead of abusing
female prisoners sexually, the Eastern Woodlands Indians
treated them as potential daughters or sisters.

Women captured by Indian tribes west of the Mississippi
were more freguently subjected to sexual abuse than women
taken in the Eastern Woodlands. Traveling with the Indians in
the Great Plains, Great Basin, and Southwest, these women
initially endured a “"severe apprenticeship.” Burdened with
work and deprived of food, they were only eventually adopted.
Unlike the Indians of the Eastern Woodlands, the western
tribes were largely unable to acculturate white captives
completely inte Indian society. Contrary to the dire
expectations of most women, however, gsexual relations were
generally not inaugurated between c ptive and captor until the
twe were united in marriage accerding to the customs of the
tribe.

Often the text of the captivity narrative reflected the
intensely personal attempts of female captives to come to
terms with their experiences and at the same time to re-enter
white socliety. The subsequent struggle of most returning
captives reflected their failure to fit neatly into any of the
roles which society accorded to women. pepicted in narratives
as humane and civilized, the Indians likewise failed to fit
within the sterectype of the savage provided by white soclety.
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INTRODUCTION

It would be unaccountable stupidity in me
not to maintain the most Lively and Awful
Sense of Divine Rebukes which the most Holy
GOD has seen met . . . to dispense to me,
my Family and People in delivering us into
the hands of those that Hated us, who Led
us into a strange Land.

- REVEREND JOHN WILLIAMS, 1707

The "strange Land" that was America was an intimidating
place to the Reverend John Williams of Deerfield,
Masschusetts. f.‘aptun_:d. along with his wife and children by a
raiding party in February 1704, the Pur itan minister declared
upon his return that he had been redeemed from the perils of
the wilderness only through the providential “wonders of
Divine Mercy."! Thankful that his body and soul were still
intact after two years among the Indians and the French,
Williams concluded that his captivity had been divinely
ordained in order to punish his faults and strengthen his
faith.

Faith, after all, was the primary reason that America had
been inavaded by Europeans in the first place. Both the

English and the French launched their colenizing efforts in

BN MR TN

iyohn Williams, "The Redeemed Captive Returning to Zion,"”
in i i :
TE—17 , Alden T. Vaughan and Edward W, Clark,
eds. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press, 1381), 169.
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3
the New World with the intention of intreducing the Indians to
the glorious benefits of civilization and Christianity.? This
desire to extend the perimeters of the Christian Church in
order to educate and encompass savage souls was outlined in
many of the colonial charters granted by English monarchs in
the seventeenth century. The French crown dispatched Catholic
missionaries to Canada clad in cumbersome robes and burdened
with altar vessels, cruxifixes, and painted statutes of the
saints. Characteristically self-assured, the English
Protestants likewise set out to dispense goodwill and the
gospel among the American natives, confident that the Indians
would convert to Christianity once they were exposed to “the
blessings of improved life and the light of religion."®

It confounded the English that few, if any, Indians took
them up on their offer. Most of the Indians educated by the
English were enclosed within classroom walls only reluctantly,
and frequently by force. Those who survived the academic

exercises and European fevers, poxes, and ‘agues to which they

25ee James Axtell, The Invasion Within: The Contest of

cultures in Colonial North America (Oxford: Oxford University

1985 23-32, 131-178 and i

Eocags e i i i (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1981), 169; K.G. Davies, I_n_ﬁ_mh
i i +» Volume IV in

W , ed, Boyd €. Shafer

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Pr_ess, 1574), 278-282;
Edmund 5. Morgan i i

i e (New York: W.W. Nortom, 1975},

46-48,

‘peverend William Smith of Philadelphia, gquoted in
Axtell, The Eurcpean and the Indian, 170.
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were exposed in captivity usually ran away as soon as they
could, returning to native society and resuming their Indian
identities. Few were transformed into the civilized
Englishmen that monarchs and missionaries envisioned. It was
nearly incomprehensible to the English that the "easy and
unconstrained . . . savage life" could be more attractive than
a pious and ordered existence far from the “Dark places"” of
the wilderness.*

While the English were largely unsuccessful in their
attempts to convert the Indians to Christianity, the Indians
were relatively successful in converting the English to the

5 English captives of the Indians,

native "Manner of living."
especially those who were taken from their families as
children, often adopted Indian society as their own. When
"ransomed by their Friends" and returned to white society,
many former captives "in a Short time . . . became disgusted
with [the English]) manner of life.” Benjamin Franklin noted
with amazement that many of these discentented Eurcpeans took
“the first good Opportunity of escaping again inte the Woods,

from whence there was ne reclaiming them, "*

‘Axtell, E ian, 170; Axtell, The
Invasion Within, 190, 193-196; Cotton Mather, 2 i i
America (1702), guoted in i T

Sps noted early on by Cadwallader Colden in his History
i (1747), quoted in Axtell,
The Eurcopean and the Indian, 171.

‘Benjamin Franklin to Peter Collinson, May 9, 1753, in
Leonard W, Larabee, ed., Whitfield J. Bell, assoc. ed., at
al., Ihe Papers of Benjamin Frapklin (New Haven: Yale
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Most of the English colonists captured by the Indians
differed little, if at all, from their fellow colonials.
Those who were most fregquently adopted and assimilated into
Indian society, however, were children and young women.
Although the Canadian Indians raided New England for captives
to hold for ransom, most of the Indians of the Eastern
Woodlands captured English settlers to replace members of
their families lost to disease or war. By deliberately taking
women and children as captives, the Indians maximized the
possibility that their prisoners would willingly accept
adoption into the tribe. Young and impressionable, the
captives were introduced to Indian life through a
comprehensive educational process. In the end, the whites
dressed, spoke, and (in the opinion of many colonists) even
looked like Indians. Rather than converting the Indians to
Christianity, many of the whites themselves had been converted
to “"the Indian style of life."”’ To Englishmen bent on a
civilizing mission, the transformation of their countrymen and
women into white Indians was as annoying as it was unexpected.
Not every captive left a narrative describing the
experience of capture, education, and adeption. Some white
Indians never returned to their native society; others who did

return were unable, or unwilling, to record their stay among
e

University Press, 13955- ), 4: 48B1-482.

7james Levernier and Hennig Cohen, eds.,
Their Captives (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1977),

121.
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William’'s War, Hannah Dustan likewise escaped from "a whole
army of Indians® by wreaking vengeance on her sleeping captors
with a hatchet. Although they were anxious to return to white
society, Dustan and her fellow captives Mary Neff and Samuel
Lennardson lingered Jjust long enough to "cut . . . off the
scalps” of the ten dead Indians and bundle them up for the
journey home. Apparently, substantial material rewards
accompanied such a dramatic physical and spiritual redemption.
The Massachusetts General nssamb]:y awarded "poor Dustan” LS50
for her success in ridding the province of so many "formidable
savages." Governor Francis MNichelson of far-away Maryland
also applauded Dustan’s bloocdy escape, rewarding her with a
“very generous token of his favor." When Hannah Dustan
visited Boston in April 1697, a month after her triumphant
return, Cotton Mather honored her with a sermon at his church
and Judge Samuel Sewall entertained her. Teo those who saw the
Indians as a tangible threat to the maintenance of Christian
order in the wilderness, it mattered little that six of the
ten scalps their heroine turned in for bounty had previously
belonged te Indian children. Few women, however, were as
zealous in their efforts to fend off Indian attack as
Experience Bozarth and Hannah Dustan; rather than striking
“home—blows with hatchets," most female priscners resigned

themselves to being led by their captors into "the vast and
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captives, spirited away into the netherworld of the Eastern
Woodlands, were dramatically transformed. Upon their return,
some women were praised for surviving the ordeal with their
faith and their chastity intact; others were suspected of
sexual misconduct and indecorous behavior, For society as a
whole, however, perhaps the most horrifying aspect of Indian
captivity was the omnipresent temptation to "go savage." For
women who "lov'd the Indian style of 1life," the self-
proclaimed civilized world offered no place. It was much
easier for white society to dismiss those women who found a
place within "the tawny Indian race® as atypical than it was

to unravel the unsettling qguestion of why this "strange Land"

was so attractive to those adopted i it. Women who chose
to stay with their captors, or whose experiences contradicted
accepted notions of Indian cruelty, provided a puzzle which

few of their contemporaries could understand or cared to

solve.”

g Williams, "The Redeemed Captive Returning to Zien,"

JOhn 2 T s, 225; Vaughan and Clark, “Cups of
Common Calamity," Ibid., 17, 14- 15, 1; Levernier and Cohen,
The Indians and Their Captives, 121.
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minuteness; the result was probably satisfactory, as some

of them, after this, screamed and shouted with the most

obstreperous laughter.
Some captives found their intreduction to the Indian community
to be more harrowing than this, however. "Ushering into camp
amid shouts and song," the Oatman girls were lifted on top of
a pile of brush and bark and surrounded by "men, women, and
children of all ages and sizes, some naked, some dressed in
blankets, some in skins, some in bark."” The Indians formed a
circle and danced around the captives, inflicting blows which
the Oatmans believed to be expressive of a "low, earnest,
intense hate" for the whites. "Freguently on coming near us,"
Olive recalled, "they would spit in our face, throw dirt upon
us, or slightly strike us with their hand,"®

After enduring this initial rite of passage, the captives
assumed their assigned places in Indian society. A captive of
the Siocux recalled that she and her companions were
"distributed among the Indians and generally adopted as
members of the tribe." Urania White was the "big papoose” of
Too-Kon-We-Chasta and his wife; she believed that her adoption
saved her “"from a fate worse than death” among the Sioux.
“Strange as it may appear to some," she recalled thirty years
after her release, "I cherish with kindest feelings the
friendship of my Indian father and mother."” Mary Schwandt was
—_—

132-134; Annie Coleson,
in White,

"stratton, Catman Girls, 163
(‘apt\wty Among the Sioux Indians
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that they felt “neither sensations of hunger nor a desire to
live." Some captives, however, found their diets to be
satisfactory, if unconventional, A captive of the Sioux
remembered that she received "a small portion of dried deer's
flesh and a spoonful of whisky, which in her exhausted
condition was exceedingly palatable and nourishing." Ancther
was given "a small piece of broiled bear's flesh and some
parched corn to eat." “We ate with a good appetite," Olive
Oatman recalled; "never did the tender, well-prepared veal
steak at home relish better than the tough, stringy piece of
meat about the size of the hand, given us by our captors,"
One captive of the Mohaves was brought "some corn gruel in a
hollow gtone" when she was ill; “from this circumstance," she

later wrote, learned to chide my hasty judgement against
ALL the Indian race, and also, that kindness is not always a
stranger to the untutored and untamed bosom." Many captives
undoubtedly received "tolerable meals,” for it was in the
interest of the Indians to keep thelr captives healthy. Those
who had been adopted inte a tribe were treated as well as
everyone else. The harsh plains and the subsistence strategy
of the Indians, however, may have resulted in a shortage of
food which extended throughout the community, not only to its
newest members. Those women who were taken primarily to

perform manual labor were generally given an adequate ration

:
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troubleseme spouses. Unwilling to perform menial tasks such
as gathering and preparing food, these women likewise lamented
the overall “state of misery and wretchedness® in which
captivity had placed them. Their domestic drudgery, although
onerous, was decidedly better than sharing the marital bed
with "a barbarous and bloodthirsty" Indian. The thought of
“becoming the [sexual] companion, and yielding to the fulsome
embraces of a disgusting and detestable savage" frightened
female captives, who anticipated and abhorred the Indians’
"beastly will" and "lustful passions."'®

The account of one woman's captivity and "providential
release” dramatically reflects commonly-held fears regarding
the motivations of the Indians and the fate of their victims.
Once returned to white society, Caroline Harris argued that
female captives were initially treated with "more lenity" by
the Indians than male captives, because "in most cases” the
women were ultimately "adopted by and made to cohabit with the
chiefs or sachems!® Claimed by a Comanche chief as his squaw,
Caroline claimed that she had been “"compelled to cohabit®
during most of her captivity “"with a barbarous and
bloodthirsty savage.” As a “Christian female," she naturally
would have "preferred death to [a)] life" spent as the wife of

an Indian. Contrary to her dire expectations, however, no

®peshields, Cynthia Aon Parker, 31; Emmitt, - X
Trail, 212; Helen Mar Tarble, "The Story of My Capture,
s, vol. 105, 29-30; Mary Boyeau in Heard,

0
Bed, 23; Barker, "Providential Release of Carcline Harris,
Narratives, vol. 63, 26-28, 39.
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attempts were made to gratify any "brutal propensities” until
she was united by marriage to a member of the tribe. Like the
majority of women sexually involved with their captors,
Carcline Harris was not raped; instead, she was identified by
social rank and tribal ceremony as a wife before any physical
contact was initiated.

Before sexual relations were inaugurated, the captive and
her captor were formally "united ., . . agreeably to their
Indian custom, " In preparation for the marriage ceremony,
members of the tribe settled down in "a circle on a mound of
turf"”; meanwhile, the recalcitrant captive was prepared f;:r

the festivities by "a half dozen or more sguaws," who painted
her face and arms with vermilion and deccrated her hair with
feathers. Feeling "like a lamb led to the slaughter,”
Caroline reluctantly held hands with a “young sachem . . .
painted and decorated in a similar manner." One of the "most
aged of the savages" took her hand and placed it in that of
the Indian, and then took "a string of small glass beads™ from
the groom’s neck and placed it on the captive’'s., After the

presiding elder “muttered something in Indian," every member

of the tribe rose, joined hands, and "began singing and
dancing to and fro” around the couple. At a given signal, the
elder and the groom seized the hesitant bride by the hands and

"commenced a song and dance, similar to that which had just

e
Ygarker, “Providential Release of Caroline Harris,"
vol. 63, 25-28.
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chronicler of the Indian wars commented, "we cannot wonder at
her unwillingness to return to civilized life.” Accounts of
Indian barbarity often ended with the unhappy hercine refusing
to re-enter white society. "With bitter tears," the
unfortunate heroine of Thrilling Adventures Among the Indians
"sent word to her father that her face had been tattoced, that
she was the wife of a warrior, and that she could not meet the
unfailing scorn which the knowledge of these circumstances
would bring upon her should she return te her people." The
unwillingness of female captives to deal with the
uncompromising realities of white society often prompted them
not to return. Those who did attempt to re-enter the life
they had left behind sometimes paved the way with dishonesty.
Olive Oatman’'s captivity narrative, written by a clergyman,
maintained that Olive was never sexually intimate with her
captors; instead, the pious account marvels in the
preservation of her virtue among the brutality of the Indians.
Despite her claims to chastity in captivity, Olive reportedly
attempted "to flee back to her Indian husband and children.®
The former captive lived with Susan Parrish and her family for
four years, "a grieving, unsatisfied woman who somehow shook

one’s belief in civilization." “We erased the tattoo marks

from her face," Parrish recalled, "but we could not erase the
wild life from her heart." Whether or not Olive was married
to an Indian will never be known. Certainly Olive's account,

once embellished by the Reverend R.B. Stratton, deplicted its
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heroine as a suffering virgin and her captors as oppressive,
but not sexually abusive. Parrish’'s more personal account, if
not reflective of the truth, nevertheless illuminates a
popular perception of returning Indian captives as sexually
defiled and spiritually demented,

“"Never expecting to see a white person again," Anna
Morgan married her Sioux captor. As a result of her Indian
husband’'s kindness, Mrs. Morgan "began to think much of him";
when she heard that there were two white men in the camp to
redeem her, she "did not care to see them." Despite her
unwillingness to return to white society, she was set free l‘n
exchange for five Indian chiefs captured by the United States
government. “After I came back,” Mrs. Morgan recalled, "the
road seemed rough, and I often wished they had never found

She gave birth to a son only a few months after her

rescue, who died in infancy. According to an acguaintance,
Anna refused to adopt the appropriate attitude for a woman in
her position. Disregarding a friend’'s well-meaning advice,
she did not remember her captivity "as an awful incident well
over, make a little income from rehearsing her story to
interested writers, sell her photograph, marry a good man, and
let time haze her memory.” Instead, she considered her life
among the Indians as "a disgrace,” which a captivity narrative

_—

Mprost, Thrilling Adventures Among the Indians, 149-150;
Lillian Schl 2l , T j ias
with a preface by Carl N. Degler (New York: Schocken Books.

1982), 639.
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would only make more infamous. Troubled by a past which she

could neither alter nor deny, her mind "gradually failed
and she died in an asylum."®

Often the text of the captivity narrative reflected an
intensely personal attempt to come to terms with the
experience and at the same time to re-enter white society.
The process which contributed to the transformation of the
captives, and their efforts to regain their previous spiritual
status and personal worth, were often unsuccessful, Unlike
the Indians of the Eastern Woodlands, the western tribes were
largely unable to acculturate white captives inte Indian
society. Women captured by the Indians in the Great Plains,
Great Basin, and Southwest were treated harshly, initially
burdened with work and deprived of food and only eventually
adopted. This adoption did not prevent the captives from
being the first to be blamed in times of trouble and the last
to be considered in times of want. The lives of the western
Indians were undeniably foreign to white women; based on
hunting and gathering, an existence on the Plains required
relentless traveling and dictated almost constant deprivation.
Unaccustomed to their physical surroundings, these women were

also confronted with the potential dangers of sexuality.?

®fpanna L. Stratton, Ploneer Women: Voices from the
jer (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), 124-125.

%pgar of capture by the Indians prompted some frontier
women to prepare for the worst, One mother sheared her
daughter s hair to make her less attractive, while anocther
carried cyanide capsules in a locket for herself and her
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CONCLUSION

Those who have profited by refinement and education
ought to abate part of the prejudice, which prompts
them to lock with an eye of censure on this untutored
race , . . . Do they ever adopt an enemy and salute
him by the tender name of brother?

- SUSANNAH JOHNSON, 1796

Roused from her bed in Charlestown, New Hampshire, before
dawn, Susannah Johnson was given a plundered shift and led
along with her three children into captivity. Shortly

afterwards she went' into labor. Her captors hastily

constructed a ter along the trail for her teo rest in and,
after she delivered, presented her with clothes for the
newborn child, After fortifying the captive’s constitution
with "porridge and some johnny cakes,” the Indians carried her
along the trail in a litter to their camp, where she was
adopted into the tribe, Upon her return to white society in
1796, Mrs. Johnson defended the conduct of the Indians and the
process of adoption. White settlers, she argued, cast "an eye
of censure® on the Indians out of unfounded prejudice; the
Indians, in contrast, welcomed white captives into their homes
as new-found relatives.®

son in Frost, Indian Battles, 142-143, 147,

lsusannah Joh
159.
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appointed duties, Perhaps the greatest fear provoked by
female captives returning to white society focused on the
dividing line between civilization and savagery. If white
women could live among the Indians with a steadily diminishing
regard for their socially-proper gender roles, then they could
also abandon the framework of civilization altogether. By
adopting Indian names and identities and learning the native
language, captives accepted what their fellow settlers
declared to be uncivilized, unchristian, and unacceptable,
“Unless something extracrdinary prevented [it],"” they would be
completely transformed into Indians and be lost forever to
white society. The Indian way of life, always a threat in the
eyes of the colonists to the establishment of European order

in the American wilderness, alarmed white society even more as

it encroached on the social institutions of home and family.®
Returning from Indian captivity, women offered a
distinet, if unspoken, threat to white society. Women who

chose to stay with their captors, or whose experiences
contradicted popular perceptions of Indian cruelty, presented
a disquieting dilemma to their contemporaries. Suspected of
sexual misconduct and indecorous behavior, the captives
sparked self-righteous speculation and moral disapproval, as
well as providing ample fodder for writers of fiction. For

white society as a whole, however, perhaps the most unsettling

‘Haberly, "Women and the Indians,” American Ouarterlv 28,
ne. 4 (Fall 1976): 431-243,
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