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Faint and starving: Concepts of culture and social reality among Native American refugees in the North American Mid-Atlantic, 1743-1771


The social organization of Eastern Algonkians and the religious toleration practiced by their polities led to the establishment of almost a dozen Eastern Algonkian Moravian communities in the Mid-Atlantic between the early 1740s and the late 1760s. If one considers how much attention Zinzendorf and other Moravian leaders, such as Spangenberg, devoted to these communities, it is surprising how little attention they have so far received from scholars of Moravianism and other forms of Pietism. Since Zinzendorf devoted much of his time and energy to this issue during the late 1730s and early 1740s, it must have significantly influenced his writings and early Moravian ideologies.


Although a considerable scholarly literature on Eastern Algonkian Moravians has emerged over the past ten years, much of it has been confined to an ethnohistoric ghetto. Considering the close association of this literature with ethnohistory, it is the more surprising that most works attribute agency primarily to Europeans by asking how Europeans convinced Eastern Algonkians to accept Pietist views and lifestyles and why Eastern Algonkians were tempted to form communities modeled after European Pietism.


Both questions are based on a common theme insofar as both implicitly invoke a categorical difference between Native American and European refugees. If implicit categorical difference becomes a conceptual foundation, joint endeavors by Native American and European refugees require explanation. I will try to shift focus by emphasizing the category "refugee" that is associated with shared experiences among Eastern Algonkians and European Moravians rather than differences in geographical origin.


In some secondary works the refugee background of Eastern Algonkian and European Moravians has been described or alluded to. Yet so far nobody has shown how common previous experiences as refugees, continued refugee status in the Mid-Atlantic, and resulting shared experiences may have induced Eastern Algonkian and European Moravian communities to approach each other, share solutions to common problems, and coexist. The shared refugee experience may also indicate why individuals of different backgrounds, such as Iroquois and second or third generation colonists who lived in a relatively stable environment, were less likely to engage in joint activities with Eastern Algonkians and European Moravians.


Two types of migration are typical of the Eastern Algonkian and European Moravian refugee experience, that is migrations of individuals or relatively small kinship groups and evacuation and relocation of whole towns. By the time European Moravians came to the Mid-Atlantic in the early 1740s, many Eastern Algonkian towns in the area already consisted of individuals and kinship groups of various cultural backgrounds. For example the towns of Pachgatgok, Chekomeko, and Wechquadnak in the upper Housatonic area had become home to refugees from the Hudson valley, who referred to themselves as Mahican, meaning from the river, and to refugees from coastal New England who referred to themselves as Wampano, meaning from the east. In this context, the terms Mahican and especially Wampano were possibly used as generics comprising several refugee groups. Individuals who specified their cultural background as Esopus, Hogland, and Munsee were also present. Social organization in these towns had to provide solutions suitable for integration of heterogeneous populations. Similar communities existed in the Chesapeake Eastern Shore area, on the upper Delaware and its tributaries, and on the Susquehanna.


When Awiulschashuak (Elisabeth) died on December 5, 1751 in Gnadenhütten, she had completed a long journey typical of Eastern Algonkian individuals and kinship groups being ejected from colonial society. Awiulschashuak was born in Southhampton, eastern Long Island, around 1695. At age 18 she married Abraham, also from Long Island, who was a famous Native American medical practitioner and had "excellent knowledge of herbs, roots, and other such medicines". From her first marriage that lasted more than twenty years, Awiulschashuak had ten children of whom three survived and were still with her when she joined the Moravians in 1749. She also had a son from a second marriage in the early 1740s.


Awiulschashuak and her family had left Long Island much earlier. By 1727 Awiulschashuak and her husband had moved west but were still living on the Atlantic coast, in Good Luck that is about seventy miles down the Atlantic coast from Long Island. This year in the spring season Awachschauschqua (Dorothea), the oldest of four siblings surviving in 1749 was born. When she gave birth to her son Nahnquei (Matthäus) in 1733, the family had moved further down the Atlantic coast and was living in Little Egg Harbor. And when the younger sister Sara (Hanna) was born the next year, the family had left the coast and was living in Salem, a few miles up from the mouth of the Delaware. The family had moved to Salem because Abraham had been offered a job to work as a private doctor for a rich English woman. When Abraham died in 1738 they were living in Burlington, about fifty miles further up the Delaware. Awiulschashuak soon married again. Nathy, her youngest and only child from her second marriage was born during the strawberry season in 1744. The second marriage did not last very long and Awiulschashuak and her children found temporary refuge in the Eastern Algonkian Presbyterian community at Cranberry in the Pine Barrens. According to Awiulschashuak, social conditions at Cranberry were not very good.


Eventually she heard from Nolematwenat (Henrich), the Delaware boyfriend and later husband of her oldest daughter Awachschauschqua that social conditions in Moravian communities were much better than in Cranberry and that it might be worth moving again. Nolematwenat knew the area fairly well with many relatives living on the Delaware and kinship relations extending to the upper Susquehanna, such as in the case of his uncle and aunt who were living in Shawnee Town in the Wyoming Valley, and probably beyond. Awiulschashuak gladly agreed to her daughter's marriage with Nolematwenat. The whole family moved to the Forks of the Delaware.


In 1748 Awiulschashuak met Thomas from Nazareth and moved to that area. In the summer of the same year, her fifteen years old son Nahnquei moved to Bethlehem, but after two months his mother picked him up again despite his protests. Neighbors near Nazareth had told her that Moravians in Bethlehmen would enslave him and, if she wanted him back, would send him to another country. Later in the year Ogehemochqua, the eighty years old grandmother of Awachschauschqua's husband Nolematwenat died in Nazareth. At the funeral Awiulschashuak became convinced that the stories she had heard about Moravians in Bethlehem were false. When the family moved to Bethlehem in 1748, Nahnquei was most happy about the move.


Like Awiulschashuak, many Eastern Algonkians found it increasingly difficult to find socially acceptable niches in colonial society, or niches that simply allowed for survival. As the example of Awiulschashuak's family indicates, even Eastern Algonkians who had acquired cultural capital suitable to adapt to colonial society had an increasingly tough stand. Due to prevalent racism they were attracted to Eastern Algonkian towns west of the upper Delaware that provided a safe haven beyond the reach of colonial society.


Apart from individual migrations and those involving relatively small kinship groups, many migrations involved evacuation and relocation of whole towns. In 1769, Nanticokes informed the Six Nations council at Onondaga of their intention to establish a Moravian community in Tscheckschequanünk on the upper Susquehanna North Branch.
 Close ties between Moravian communities and Nanticokes had been established since 1752 when a series of formal treaties was negotiated in Gnadenhütten and Bethlehem. At that time, Nanticokes were living in the Wyoming valley about fifty miles south of Tscheckschequanünk.
 The same Nanticoke town had only been relocated from the lower Susquehanna to the Wyoming valley a few months earlier. And it had been moved from the Chesapeake Eastern Shore to the lower Susquehanna in the early 1740s. All of these relocations had been necessary due to population pressure and British enclosure.


When Nanticokes left their original home on the Eastern Shore in the mid-1740s, they had been subject to harassment by colonial neighbors for years, their property had been destroyed, they had been assaulted, and had received death threats. All of this was based on a combination of institutionalized and grassroots racism aimed at eviction of Nanticokes from their, by this time, fairly small piece of land on the Eastern Shore. In the early 1740s the Maryland administration invented a conspiracy story accusing all Nanticokes of attempted rebellion against the colony and of planning to "poison the wells of the English". The Maryland administration prohibited Nanticokes from assembling, receiving visits, choosing their own political leaders, carrying guns for hunting, and other essential activities. Obviously social and political conditions in their place of origin had deteriorated to the point where they were no longer acceptable. When in 1743 a Nanticoke delegation informed the Iroquois Six Nations at Onondaga of their intention to move to the Susquehanna, they explicitly asked the Iroquois council whether, in the new location, Nanticoke women would be save from harassment and sexual assault by colonists during the hunting season when Nanticoke men were not at home. Most likely this inquiry was inspired by earlier experiences on the Eastern Shore.


Eastern Algonkians who had to deal with repeated forced relocation were confronted with major obstacles. Apart from the physical exhaustion associated with migration, people had to establish new social ties and had to become familiar with the particular infrastructure of the new area. Apart from social stress, the process of relocation and unfamiliarity with the new environment posed problems with respect to material life since important goods and resources had to be left behind. During migration and immediately after relocation many towns were facing starvation with all its consequences such as increased mortality due to malnutrition, greater susceptibility to diseases, declining fertility, increasing infant mortality, and so forth.


Both migration patterns, that is migration of small groups and individuals and evacuation and relocation of whole towns continued throughout the period with destinations moving subsequently further up the Susquehanna, to the Allegheny, and to the Ohio. Due to migrations, interregional networks grew rapidly and were used more frequently. For example contact between Nanticokes and Shawnees in the Wyoming valley and Moravians at Gnadenhütten and Bethlehem was established through a common Mahican connection when many Mahicans from Gnadenhütten moved to the Wyoming valley.


Experiences of European Moravians prior to contact with Eastern Algonkians had been similar. Initially, individuals and kinship groups had been ejected by colonization. While colonial interests were often expressed by use of racist categories in the North American Mid-Atlantic, they were expressed by use of confessionalist categories in Europe. Moravian towns, such as Herrnhut, were composed of individuals of a variety of cultural backgrounds who had migrated individually or in small kinship groups. Later on, larger groups had to be relocated due to internal colonial expansion.


The migration experience, resulting heterogeneity of populations, and related social issues had to be absorbed by new forms of communal organization. In the early years of Herrnhut, for example, diversity led to conflicts. In the 1720s, the population of Herrnhut split into factions that reflected geographical origins of individuals. Eventually smaller factions became consolidated in two groups that were defined along confessional lines. Although the conflict has traditionally been portrayed in religious terms, as the struggle between two religious groups that tried to get the upper hand in the community, there is plenty of evidence that other social issues were involved.


Similar conflicts have been described for Eastern Algonkian communities composed of individuals of various cultural backgrounds. In this case, conflicts are usually portrayed by use of ethnic rather than religious categories. This difference in explanatory models used for the two areas is most likely caused by differences of focus in the secondary literature on the two areas. While literature on Herrnhut traditionally emphasizes religious issues, literature on Native Americans is primarily concerned with ethnicity.


Since the categories employed are usually considered self-explanatory, there is little interest in investigating their use or origin. If one pays closer attention to the actual backgrounds of individuals, to political groups, and to social issues in these communities, one finds that none of them fit simple religious or ethnic dichotomies. Reality of communal organization among diverse refugee communities and related problems were more complex than an emphasis on religious or ethnic categories would suggest. The following example elucidates some of the social problems shared by Eastern Algonkian and European Moravian communities.


When Glikhikan came back from a short trip to Kaskaskunk in the summer of 1770, he brought news from a council held in response to a message sent from Netewatwelemen, the political leader in Gekelemukpechünk. The council had decided to invite Jerseys from Cranberry to move to the Ohio and now sent a message to Packanke, a political leader in Languntoutenünk to see if he supported the decision. Packanke was clearly opposed to the council's decision, but many people at Languntoutenünk had a different view. Eastern Algonkians on the Ohio, including Packanke, were fully aware that Cranberry Jerseys "did not have anything in this world". Yet different views existed on how to deal with the problem. While most Eastern Algonkians on the Ohio felt they had a responsibility to help the Cranberry Jerseys and wanted them to move to the Ohio to lift their social status and give them a chance to survive, Packanke and a few others were not interested in importing poverty and social problems.


John Brainerd, a Presbyterian preacher who considered himself the spiritual leader of the Cranberry community had already complained in the late 1740s about an "almost universal propensity in the whole nation of Indians to strong drink".
 Eastern Algonkians outside Cranberry agreed there were social problems in that particular community, but came to very different conclusions about the causes. From their perspective, deteriorating social conditions were related to Cranberry's proximity to British colonies, the resulting unavailability of economic resources to Eastern Algonkians, and Brainerd's influence. Packanke's major concern was the council's decision to allow Cranberry Jerseys to bring along their Presbyterian preachers.
 Packanke found it was enough that Moravians were invading the Ohio and Presbyterians were following close behind on the Susquehanna North Branch.


Cranberry had been known as a place of little economic opportunity and deteriorating social conditions for a while. Due to the increasingly hostile environment in colonial New Jersey and New York, the population of refugees at Cranberry grew while the economic base steadily declined. The proscribed lifestyle of the mission undermined traditional social ties without providing an alternative form of social organization. As a result of all these factors, the place became increasingly unhealthy and social conditions deteriorated.


Awiulschashuak, the woman of Long Island background previously mentioned, spent some time in Cranberry in the early 1740s, but did not stay long, because "the baptized Native Americans there drank too much and were fighting too often". She joined Eastern Algonkian and Moravian communities in the Forks of the Delaware and further west on the Lehigh soon after, since friends and relatives had convinced her that social conditions were much better in these communities. They were located in greater distance to British colonies and enclosure. Hence adequate economic resources were still available to Eastern Algonkians and allowed for favorable social conditions. Moreover, the communities in question had developed forms of social organization that were capable of dealing with the problems of heterogeneous refugee populations.


When Eastern Algonkians and European Moravians met, they had a common interests in trying to further integrate communities and carry out further migrations in the least disruptive way. For this purpose they were sharing independently developed tools and resources that were capable of dealing with the particular problems of refugee communities. Based on common efforts and sharing of resources new solutions were developed.


Although refugees came from a variety of cultural backgrounds, it needs to be shown rather than assumed how cultural backgrounds of particular individuals actually differed. Some of the differences in cultural background are obvious while relations to social problems are usually more complex. In towns like Shamokin or Gnadenhütten for example, populations were of heterogeneous linguistic background. The question arises whether heterogeneous linguistic background fostered sectionalism within particular refugee towns or whether previous experiences with heterogeneous linguistic background had already produced multilingual individuals and served as an agent of integration. In any case it would be appropriate to distinguish between actual problems in communication and political uses of linguistic dominance.


Dealing with a variety of languages was not a novelty to the majority of Eastern Algonkian individuals confronted with European Moravians in the 1740s. Towns like Chekomeko or Pachgatgok had been composed of individuals with a variety of linguistic backgrounds prior to introduction of Moravianism. In Chekomeko for example, about a third of the total population consisted in native Mahican-speakers, another third was of Wampano background, a generic term that most likely refers to various linguistic groups, and the remaining third was of Esopus, Hogland, Munsee, and other backgrounds.


The situation was not different in European Moravian communities that had taken in people of a variety of linguistic backgrounds and were now being transferred to the North American Mid-Atlantic. Hence, by the time Eastern Algonkians and European Moravains met, dealing with the bewildering range of languages spoken in predominantly Eastern Algonkian towns with large Moravian communities was neither a novelty to Eastern Algonkians living in these communities nor was it a novelty to Europeans living there.


I would argue that previous experiences and cosmopolitan background of most inhabitants were a basis for easy coexistence and integration. Eastern Algonkians as well as European Moravians had previously lived in towns that had developed community structures suitable to deal with linguistic problems. Eastern Algonkian as well as European Moravian migration patterns were actually very "modern" in this respect, since they closely resemble the by far most common late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century migration pattern beginning with rural-urban migration and continuing with urban-urban migrations. In this particular context, linguistic diversity could turn out to be an asset rather than an impediment to communal life. In fact, many Eastern Algonkian and European Moravians played important roles as mediators and linguistic interpreters, for example in diplomatic exchanges involving Native American and colonial polities.


Apart from linguistic heterogeneity there were many other communal issues related to differences in cultural background. Most appeared to be far from insurmountable whenever common interests existed. Quite frequently, perceived differences within a refugee community were an incentive for change and contributed to improvement of refugee strategies. One example from the town of Wyalusing illustrates some of the problems involved and is representative of many other problems refugee communities had to deal with on an everyday basis.


In 1766, Anton and Johannes of Delaware and Mahican background informed the regular Moravian conference at Wyalusing that Sam, a man of Nanticoke background, had expressed interest in joining the local Moravian community. Anton and Johannes pointed out potential problems with Sam joining their community. Their concerns were not related to Sam as an individual but to his Nanticoke background and associated burial practices.


Nanticokes buried their dead in two stages. A first burial was carried out a few days after a person died. And a second burial was carried out about a year after the first. At this time, the body was removed from the original grave, flesh and bones were separated, and the clean bones were buried as a neat bundle for a second time. In some cases, Nanticokes took their bone bundles along when they had to migrate.


Stage burials had been common in parts of Europe too but for most purposes the custom had been abandoned towards the end of the pre-contact period. For the Mid-Atlantic, only very few such burials are known, such as one in Minisink that most likely indicates cultural contact with the Chesapeake and adjacent areas further south were stage burials were common. Nanticokes who were originally from the Chesapeake area continued the custom into the late eighteenth and nineteenth century. The custom was slowly abandoned and replaced by the Skeleton Dance when Nanticokes became integrated in predominantly Delaware groups.


Since Anton and Johannes were of Delaware and Mahikan background and, like many people at Wyalusing, were not accustomed to stage burials, they raised the question about compatibility of Nanticoke customs. On the other hand they had no trouble relating to motivations behind Nanticoke burial practices. Delawares and Mahicans also tried to ease the abruptness and changing social relations associated with the loss of loved ones by temporarily ignoring change and pretending death was reversible. A Mahikan mother weeping at the grave of her baby daughter expressed it as follows:


the sorcerer, the sorcerer


has taken my child away,


has taken my child away from me


wake up my child


child get up and eat


you must be hungry


Although most Eastern Algonkians did not use the same burial practices as Nanticokes and found Nanticokes' care for the bones of the deceased somewhat eccentric, especially when they carried their bones around during migration, there was little interest in suppressing the custom. European Moravians may have been at even greater ease with Nanticokes' burial customs. In Europe, stage burials were no longer regularly carried out after the High Middle Ages, but bones of some of the deceased and even bones of animals often received special treatment, were preserved, and were exhibited in public for ritual purposes. As a devotional book published in Konstanz in 1745 put it:


[...]


therefore there is no scarceness of miraculous and graceful signs


that have been bestowed upon us through God's glorious achievement


and through intercession by the holy martyrs Theoponti, Senesij, and Zenonis


our local holy patrons


[...]


this also proves their great merit and holiness


and their undoubted truthfulness and the miraculous powers of their relics.


[...]


By the mid-1740s, "their relics"--that is bones of Theoponti, Senesij, and Zenonis--had been demonstrating "miraculous powers" for several centuries. Not unlike the bones of diseased Nanticokes, the bones of European saints required special attention after death to keep the deceased in good spirits. After all, continued support of the living by the dead could not be taken for granted, as one account from Moravia in the 1750s indicates.


Here, clerics had decided to open several graves, collect all bones, and burn them because they had been tainted with the "Magia Posthuma". Judging from the severe treatment of the bones, this was considered a serious problem at the time. When the Austrian government heard of this, it ordered that in the future any such "superstitious" practice had to be immediately reported to the authorities that were expected to respond by initiating an examination under supervision of an authorized physician in charge of the district. According to the following comment by the Austrian government, "superstitious practices" were fairly common at the time:


For quite some time we had to observe with considerable unease not only that various inhabitants of our country go so far in their credulity as to take for ghosts and sorcery what their dreams, imagination, or deceitful people tell them--and people claiming they are possessed and believe in this--but also that they are encouraged in their credulity by clergy prejudiced in these matters.


These concerns of the Austrian government indicate that supernatural phenomena were not unknown in eighteenth-century Moravia and that most Moravians and other Europeans had most likely been confronted with some of them or had at least heard of them. The conviction that such phenomena existed was often based on empirical knowledge and personal experience. Time and again, the powers of saints for example had proved to be effective.


The rather pedantic and bureaucratic priest of one town in Westphalia showed a sudden surge of ingenuity when he invoked the power of a saint during a devastating fire in 1737. After eight houses and two other buildings had already burned down, he went inside the church, took a sculpture of Agatha, who was an expert in handling fire, and placed it in front of the church. As a result the wind turned and the church was saved. One could argue the single incidence was relatively weak evidence of a causal relationship between Agatha's skills and the turning of the wind. Yet since Agatha had previously shown her talent to control fire in numerous cases elsewhere, it was perfectly rational to assume that she had done it again, that is, that she had influenced the wind in this particular case.


In another case, divine intervention was even more probable. Here people experienced a sudden withdrawal of divine protection due to inadequate behavior. When in 1800 a devastating disease decimated life-stock on one alpine pasture in the Berner Oberland, Protestant alpine peasants were at the end of their wits and consulted a Jesuit father. He recommended an annual offering for the benefit of the poor in the area to prevent future occurrences of the disease. Apparently this worked until, one year, villagers withdrew from the practice and the disease struck again immediately. In response the practice was reintroduced and successfully continued until the late 1970s when it was abandoned due to lack of poverty in the area.


Since solutions to concrete problems, including appeals to the powers of deities, were based on previous experiences, European Moravians' and Eastern Algonkians' responses to most problems were driven by a common rationality. To solve a problem they would first rely on "natural" measures that could be directly applied. If this did not help, all groups involved considered it appropriate to address supernatural forces. At times groups came up with different solutions, since particular ritual practices and the names of deities to be addressed differed.


When in the summer of 1770 Glikhikan brought news from Kaskaskunk and Gekelemukpechünk, the previously mentioned decision to invite Cranberry Jerseys to the Ohio was not the only piece of information Packanke found disturbing. There was also a black wampum belt that reminded of the many people who had died of diseases in Gekelemukpechünk over the past few years. Since nobody could explain why so many people had died in this particular town, rumors about sorcery began to surface. The belt delivered by Killbuck and another political leader had strong wording attached with respect to support expected from Kaskaskunk and Languntoutenünk.


There was no doubt something had to be done. Since nobody knew an immediate remedy, it was decided to seek divine intervention. Eastern Algonkians and European Moravians primarily disagreed on what forces had to be addressed and how they had to be addressed. While Moravians thought residents in Gekelemukpechünk had to join their club and address their redeemer in line with the principles explained in their bible, many Eastern Algonkians thought they had to first listen to divine will. For this purpose a council at Kaskaskunk decided to educate two boys to improve their ability to receive visions. The idea was to access contemporary divine revelation rather than to rely on the somewhat outdated version of the bible preferred by Moravians. At the same time, Eastern Algonkian cultures did not encourage beliefs in competition among deities and for this reason were not opposed to Moravians making their own contribution.


One example from the town of Tschechschaquanünk on the upper Susquehanna North Branch illustrates in greater detail how competition between Eastern Algonkian and European Moravian ritual practices and deities unfolded or was kept from unfolding. On March 3, 1771 a seriously ill woman who had occasionally attended Moravian services called all her friends to see them a last time. She indicated her intention to become baptized and asked her father and husband who were present whether they agreed.


Wo kpet-tscheewinaquat.--I have been foolish.

Noch k'pentawi?--Father do you listen?


Nitsch 'npentam'.--Yes my child, I listen.


Nagalapatamauwoss.--I want to rely on god.

K'temakelemil.--Forgive me.

'Ngattala pommauchsowoagan.--I want to have the life.


Her father who was an Eastern Algonkian ritual leader and medical practitioner said it was good for her to become baptized. Her husband said: "What can I tell you. You know best what you need and what is in your heart. You say what you want and I will be fine with it."


Early the next morning, Moravians were called again and found the sick woman in worse condition with her father and husband present. She talked about all the things she had done wrong in her life and the things she regretted. She again expressed her wish to become baptized. Since it was obvious that it had to be done soon, Moravians asked her father and husband whether they agreed and both agreed as they had done the previous day. It is interesting how the passage is written in the Moravian journal because it is described as father and husband giving away their daughter/wife. Moravians also saw a need to physically remove the woman from the house to "have her closer in their midst". There was obviously a possessive aspect of baptism that became emphasized.


The woman lived for another three days. After the funeral on March 11, Joseph Pipi mentioned that her father had just told him about a dream or vision she had received two weeks prior to her death. In this dream, a European Moravian came to her and brought "medicine that gave her the life". Since an afterlife and divine revelation through dreams and visions were standard features of Eastern Algonkian cosmology, the remark indicates that, in this case, the possessive aspect of baptism did not matter from an Eastern Algonkian point of view. When the woman became baptized she did not leave one group and join another as European Moravians would have it. She simply responded to an instance of divine revelation in a dream and hence followed the demands of Eastern Algonkian cosmology and ritual practice. As in numerous other cases, Eastern Algonkian cosmology and ritual practice proved capable of integrating Moravian deities and ritual. From the perspective of the woman, her father, and her husband, everything had taken place within the Eastern Algonkian universe. There was no need to leave it as European Moravians had imagined.
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