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To be a Native American in Colonial New England was to be under siege. The English,
driven by a desire to extract capital from the land, forced European land concepts onto the
unprepared indigenous population. They used a framework of European laws, adapted for
colonial expansion, to steal land from the indigenous people of New England. The praying town
of Natick was the result of settler colonialism, cultural genocide, and indigenous agency in the
face of English domination It provided a space for the protection of indigenous culture, and its
land was protected by the same laws fueling English conquest. This essay argues that Natick is a
product of the English desire for profit extracted from the land and that the legal structure
established by the English was modified by Daniel Gookin, John Eliot, and the Praying Indians
of Natick to protect indigenous lands from English conquest. In this context, Natick should be
understood as a contradiction of and a failure in English colonial policy.

This impersonal drive for profit relied on the land and fueled Massachusetts Bay
Colony’s expansion. Between 1652 and 1653 Massachusetts annexed the claimed territory of the
colonies New Hampshire and Maine for control of their resources. ! Massachusetts used the First
Anglo-Dutch War to fortify control of shipping in the Maine region by capturing the neutral
French forts at Port Royal and Pentagouet without the Crown’s approval.> Massachusetts military
commander in Maine, Captain John Leverett praised the trade opportunities the new lands
brought with Europe.® From the outset, the colony focused on profit extraction from the land, and
drove Massachusetts to annex rival English colonies, start wars with European nations, and soon
drive the Natives from their lands.

The English colonists imported a culture where the ownership of land defined a person’s
place in the economic and social hierarchy.* To the English, Massachusetts offered opportunities
for economic and social advancement. Richard Salstonstall summed up the variety of prospects
writing, “they shall raise good profit not only by their fishing trade but by hemp, flax, pitch, tar,

potashes, soap, ashes, masts, pipe-staves, clapboards, and irons. Therefore, good Sir, encourage

! Mark Harrison, ‘Report to the Navy Commissioners’, July 1, 1654, in W. Noel Sainsbury (ed.), Calendar of State
Papers, Colonial Series, America and the West Indies 1675-1776, Also Addenda, 1574-1674 (London, 1893), p. 89.
2 The King, ‘Letter to the Governor and Council of Massachusetts’, Feb 18, 1676, in W. Noel Sainsbury (ed.),
Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, America and the West Indies 1675-1776, Also Addenda, 1574-1674
(London, 1893), p. 353.
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4 Salisbury, ‘The Colonizing of Indian New England’, The Massachusetts Review, 26:2/3 (1985), p. 449.



men to come over.” The requisite land would be opened to English purchase and settlement by
increasing contact with New England tribes as the frontier expanded. One could accumulate
capital in Massachusetts working as a wage laborer or the production of goods, as noted by
Salstonstall, but the way to become a new world elite was through the ownership of land.® The
economy was driven by expansion in lands.” John Frederick Martin notes that to expand
ownership of land, New Englanders had two options, “first to convert more wilderness from
public to private ownership; and, second, to improve land and thereby (as Locke would later say)
increase its value.”® Men such as John Tisdale took this opportunity coming to Massachusetts in
the 1630s. In 1650 he purchased land in Taunton on the Taunton River. Tisdale likely was a
subsistence farmer and traded in livestock for income. Tisdale accumulated enough social
standing in Taunton as a landowner that he was elected constable, selectman, and finally
representative of the City of Taunton at the Plymouth General Court.” Tisdale is just an example
of the social and economic opportunities offered via the ownership of land in New England.
Thus, as settlement increased, two practices emerged in New England: land speculation and land
improvement, shaping the structure of the Massachusetts land economy.

The largest disruptions of the indigenous lifestyles came as a result of English agriculture
and livestock practices. The English imported swine, sheep, and horses to Massachusetts
“because they considered livestock essential to their survival.”!? These imported animals
disrupted the New England ecosystem. As the English cleared forests for fields, Natives, who
relied on hunting and gathering for a large portion of their food, competed against English swine
for nuts, seeds, and roots in the shrinking forests of Massachusetts.!! Gookin recorded the
challenges posed by livestock in Marlborough, “the Indians here do not much rejoice under the

Englishmen's shadow ; who do so overtop them in their number of people, stocks of cattle, &c.
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that the Indians do not greatly flourish, or delight in their station at present.”!? The importation of
animals destroyed the hunting, gathering, and farming practices of Natives. The English
agriculture and husbandry systems placed New England Native’s mode of production under
attack, threatening their survival and freedom.

As the population of New England exploded between 1650-1670, the number and size of
corporate English settlements increased.!® In Billerica, the General Court gave colonists “liberty
to find out a parcell of wast land suiteable for theire accomodation, & present the same to the
next sessions of this Court, who will be ready to accommodate them so farr as may be donn
wthout prejudice to former grants or to the publicke.” * By ordering Billerica not to violate
private or public grants, the General Court effectively required the colonists to take or purchase
land from Native Americans, as most absentee Englishmen would not sell their property at
accessible prices. Thus, the increase in corporate towns built on formerly indigenous controlled
land and the “sizable checkerboard of claims to Native places, in or nearby traditional homelands
of Massachusetts, Pennacooks, Nipmucs, Pequots, and Narragansetts” owned by absentee
landlords such as Daniel Gookin forced Native Americans from their traditional lands and
interrupted their seasonal migratory patterns.'®> The English Old World economic, political, and
social structures clashed for legitimacy against “the decentralized and highly consensual
principles governing Algonkian politics.”!® Upwardly mobile Englishmen like Tisdale and elites
like Gookin drove the Native Americans off their land.!” Pigs and cattle challenged Natives for
their food. The pressure became so great that in 1662 King Philip negotiated a pause in sales of
land with the colony of Plymouth.!8 Patrick Wolfe sums up English settler colonialism as a

“zero-sum contest over land on which conflicting modes of production could not ultimately
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coexist.”!” From the impersonal drive for land that eroded Native political sovereignty with
English authority coming to dominate Indian-White relations, land ownership, and the means of
production, the need for land and food, and the personal drive of the Christian Minister John
Eliot and his associate Daniel Gookin, Natick was born.

Patrick Wolfe writes, “Settler colonialism destroys to replace.”?? Native settlements were
replaced with English settlements, often built on the same land. As the English filled indigenous
lands for the extraction of profit, the Massachusetts Bay Colony sought to replace the Native
faith with protestant Christianity. Salstonstall, writing in 1632, described the pinnacle of
colonization as “being worthy instruments of propagating the gospel to these poor barbarous
people.”?! To the English, they saved the Indian by freeing them from Satan’s influence.?
Reverend John Eliot led this mission, supported by the puritanical political elite of New England,
such as Daniel Gookin.?? Sacvan Bercovitch describes Eliot’s mission best; he writes of Eliot
“the destiny of Christ’s people in America was the destiny of mankind...John Eliot exulted in
those prospects with every Indian conversion he obtained.”** Finding many of the English in
Massachusetts unsatisfactorily pious and the migratory nature of the Native mode of production
an obstacle to conversion, Eliot planned to develop praying towns to be sedentary Anglicized
towns in structure and mode of production, governed by “thoroughly religious institutions.”??
Eliot Eliot’s mission was more than just conversion, the Indian was to be destroyed and reborn
Anglicized in appearance, production, culture, and their God.

Beginning with the New Left, historians attack John Eliot for his mission of converting
Native Americans.?¢ Father of genocide studies, Raphael Lemkin concluded Eliot’s conversions

constituted a cultural genocide.?” While Eliot’s intentions were genocidal, in the context of
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settlers designing “to fill [New England’s] ‘empty’ spaces with their version of settler colonial
civilization, carving out of the New England wilderness the towns, villages, and farms that
comprised the material foundation for a Christian society in the New World,” the formation of
Natick must be viewed not only as a genocidal project by the English but as an attempt at
preservation by the Natives at Nonantum.?® As Richard Cole Harris and Gregory Smithers write,
“*Colonialism has more than one voice’; understanding these complex and sometimes
contradictory voices goes a long way to explaining ‘genocidal episodes’ in the settler colonial
history of North America.”?

While the praying town sought to destroy the Indian identity and replace it with an
Anglican Christian identity, in Natick the reality of the praying town was far more complex than
that. The Praying Indians, secure in their land and protected by the legal structures designed by
John Eliot and Daniel Gookin, were able to adapt their identity to the changing world around
them. A hybrid Anglo-Indigenous structure and culture formed on the Natick lands. From the
land rose an Anglicized permanent settlement complete with a meeting house and church at the
center. Conversely, the Natick Praying Indians lived in traditional wigwam style houses.*® The
Praying Indians’ clothes became mixed, as Christina Bross observes, “converts often blended
Indian and English clothing™! Based on this evidence, Elise Brenner “concluded that the Indians
in all probability continued to live in their more ‘traditional’ ways rather than conforming to
Puritan norms.”3? The land owned solely allowed the Praying Indians to retain their identity by
embracing aspects of the new economic, legal, and community structures which dominated
Massachusetts. To describe Natick as a one-dimensional English cultural genocide is to ignore
the reality of the Praying Indians. The legal structure reinforces that Natick was not simply a
form of English cultural genocide, but a survival mechanism taken by the Indigenous people.

In forming Natick, Eliot and Gookin established a legal structure that adapted the English

legal structure used in corporate towns to protect the Praying Indians’ land from seizure by the
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English and therefore protected their identity and practices. While individuals and families
received personal plots, unlike the English, the members of the community held the land in
common in a manner similar to “traditional indigenous practices throughout New England,” with
Waban and Speen serving as representatives for the town.** By accepting and adapting English
beliefs about the fixity of land and ownership the Natives secured themselves ownership which
Gookin and the General Court viewed as equal to that of English towns. The structure in which
the land was held prevented individuals from selling off land or taking out mortgages on their
individual plots for the English to foreclose. Thus, the Natick Praying Indians secured their land
from the predatory mortgages detailed by Park.

By submitting to English law in the Praying Town the Natick Praying Indians integrated
themselves into the increasingly dominant English legal and bureaucratic structure of New
England themselves under the protection of the Superintendent of the Praying Indians Gookin
and the General Court. This submission granted greater protections, as from the founding of
Natick until King Philip’s War, the General Court passed a series of laws “to regulate litigations
involving the Indian debtors in order to protect them from ruthless white creditors.”** This
legislation included laws that required Englishmen to receive approval from the General Court to
purchase or receive Native land. Further laws were passed restricting the alienation of land the
General Court granted to Natives.*® Gookin explains the Court’s reasoning, “First, to prevent
differences and contention among the English and Indians in future times about the propriety of
land. Secondly, to secure unto them and their posterity places of habitation.”*® Importantly, the
Court enforced these alienation laws. For example, around 1660 the Natick Praying Indians
attempted to gift Governor John Endecott’s son John Endecott Jr. land in Natick. The Court, led
by Gookin and Governor Endecott denied this gift, granting Endecott land elsewhere.?’

Integration into the English legal structure confirmed Praying Indians’ ownership of their land.

33 Waban has no know first name. He was a Massachusetts while Speen appears to be a Nipmuck; Coughlin, “To
Have and To Hold...Forever’: An Exhibit of 18"- Century Land Documents’, 18"- Century Documents, Natick
Massachusetts, https://natickdeeds.omeka.net/exhibits/show/to-have-and-to-hold/timeline-context [accessed June 7,
2024].

34 Yasu Kawashima, ‘Jurisdiction of the Colonial Courts over the Indians in Massachusetts, 1689-1763’, The New
England Quarterly, 42:4 (1969), p. 545.

35 James Warren Springer, ‘American Indians and the Law of Real Property in Colonial New England’, The
American Journal of Legal History, 30:1 (1986), p. 38; O’Brien, ‘Community Dynamics’, p. 45-6.

36 Daniel Gookin in Drake, King Philip’s War, p. 62.

37 Lawrence Shaw Mayo, John Endecott: A Biography (Cambridge, 1936), pp. 208-9.
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Recent historiography attacks Daniel Gookin as a one-dimensional genocidaire interested
in destroying the Indian and replacing it with a Christian identity, while accumulating personal
wealth. Reality is more complex than that portrayal despite Gookin engaging in cultural
genocide. Gookin understood the need for indigenous people to have their own land. He wrote,
“the propriety is in the English; and it is necessary for the Indians, as the case stands, for their
present and future security and tranquility, to receive the land by grant from the English, who are
growing and potent people comparatively to the Indians.”*® While paternalistic in tone and
language, the material results for the Praying Indians was land security. He and Eliot took this a
step further, establishing an internal system of magistrates and courts in Natick. The shape of the
institutional structure that emerged in Natick was identical to the English court system in
Massachusetts. Eliot initiated the plan to keep issues within the praying town from entering to
English courts.*® Despite his paternalistic attitude, Gookin was a true advocate for the physical
and legal wellbeing of the Natives and, as a member of the General Court, centralized the system
under himself.** The adopted English legal structure returned a level of sovereignty to the
Praying Indians of Natick enabling them to reinstate traditional hierarchical practices and values
in a world where indigenous sovereignty waned.*! Gookin’s role in this should not be
downplayed. He encouraged the Praying Indians’ sovereignty and enabled it by designing a legal
structure that protected the Natives from outside attack and represented them in legal
proceedings and at the General Court, resulting in a culture that kept governance in the hands of
the community.

By 1650, there were very few colonists who found the concept of the Praying Towns
attractive, especially in corporate towns, such as Dedham where even the minister John Allin
opposed Natick’s ownership of land.*? Unlike the lay people, most members of the Court were
strict Puritans and believed in the promulgation of the Gospel and praying towns.** With Gookin
as the advocate, the Praying Indians in Natick obtained a direct connection to the General Court,
the highest authority in the colony, avoiding the more hostile English lay courts. This connection

aided the Praying Indians further as the Court was puritanical in disposition and sympathetic to

38 Gookin, Historical Collection, p. 179 in O’Brien, ‘Community Dynamics’, p. 44.
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42 Cogley, John Eliot’s Mission, p. 110; Bross, Dry Bones, p. 45.

43 Mayo, John Endecott, pp. 208-9.



the Indians.* The Praying Indians’ connection to the Court proved useful in the protection of
their lands. When Dedham challenged the Natick Praying Indians for the rights of land on the
South bank of the Charles River, the General Court, persuaded by Gookin and Eliot, ruled in
favor of the Natick.*> The Court’s decision noted that despite Dedham having the better claim to
the land, the Praying Indians had, as Eliot put it, “their native right, wh cannot, in strict justice,
be vtterly extinct” and following in English property law had made improvements to the land in
question, making them owners of the land in the Court’s eyes.* Gookin and Eliot prevented the
sale of indigenous land repeatedly, including after King Philip’s War.*” The legal support of Eliot
and Gookin together with the Praying Indians’ embrace of beliefs about land and English style
living served to protect the Praying Indians’ land and therefore their culture.

Despite their aide to the Natick Praying Indians, Gookin and Eliot still should be seen as
perpetrators of a cultural genocide. Their protections did not come from a desire to protect the
indigenous cultures of Massachusetts, but a desire to exterminate the indigenous identity and
convert them. Their legal protections came from the same English understanding of land
ownership that justified the conquest of Massachusetts and a paternalistic attitude towards the
indigenous peoples that relocated to Natick. By examining the English role in the protection of
indigenous land rights and the Praying Indians’ agency in accepting the English legal and social
structures, ownership of land, and adoption of Anglo-Indigenous lifestyles to preserve their
culture, it becomes clear that the structure of the praying towns was more than an English project
of cultural genocide in practice. To describe it in practice as an attempt to destroy Indian culture
would reduce the Praying Indians to non-actors in their own fate. Yet, Natick was a product of
the structure of the unique English settler colonial economy and resulting culture. At the same
time, Natick was an opportunity taken by the Praying Indians to save their land, bodies, and
culture. As the land speculators, like Daniel Gookin and Governor John Leverett, and English
corporate towns destroyed and replaced the Indigenous people in Massachusetts through a form
of legal and economic conquest, along with violence, the Natives in areas such as Nonantum

recognized their indigenous culture based in the land was under attack. To save their culture, they

4 Bross, Dry Bones, p. 45.
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Eliot, Petition of Daniel Gookin, Sr. and John Eliot to the Massachusetts General Court, 1684.
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accepted Christianity and Eliot and Gookin’s praying town project in return for the protection of
their land, autonomy, and culture.

This is what makes Natick a contradiction in colonial Massachusetts. It was a series of
compromises forming a hybrid society. This contradiction makes it a failure of English colonial
policy designed to conquer as much land as possible and extract maximum profit from that land.
In a land supposed to be free for the taking, 4000 at Natick and the other praying towns that
followed stood unconquerable. Further, Natick, to the English it was neither English nor Indian.
To other indigenous peoples, especially those following King Philip, it was no longer indigenous.
The civilized versus savage distinction created by the English colonists—the “neat little boxlike
arrangements of noncontradictory categories and unproblematic behaviors” that they strove to
create—broke down.*® Natick represents the failure of settler colonial policy in New England.
Until 1675, the Praying Indians from the wilderness of English conquest built a garden for
themselves at Natick. The Praying Indian and their legally untouchable land would face their
greatest threat in King Philip’s War. The result of this threat, like Natick, was contradictory. It
was deadly and lifesaving for the Praying Indians of Natick.

48 Sahlins, Islands of History, pp. 26-7.
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