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Introduction


King Philip’s War was a seventeenth-century conflict fought in England’s North American colonies between the English colonists and the indigenous peoples in the region. It began in 1675 when colonists suspected that an alliance of native peoples had been formed under the leadership of Metacomet, also known as “King Philip,” of the Wampanoag tribe. It soon escalated into back-and-forth raids, with tremendous loss of life and property.


Although it is not often well remembered, the war was very important for several reasons. First, studying it tells us a great deal about the people who fought in this war, and what their lives were like at the time. For the English in North America, the war became about protecting what they had built. Most of the New England colonies were less than fifty years old at the time that the war broke out; the English well remembered their struggle to establish a semblance of European society in their new homes and how they were almost annihilated. For the native peoples, on the other hand, they had watched their cultures and societies disappear more and more with the European ascendency. Before the English even arrived on their shores, they died in scores from new diseases brought by other Europeans. Then, they saw Europeans encroach on the land they had farmed, hunted, and lived on for centuries.


In addition to revealing so much about the colonists and indigenous peoples separately, King Philip’s War also reveals a great deal about relationships between colonists and native peoples. During the late seventeenth century, foreign relations in Europe were exceedingly complex; it was no different in North America, with the hundreds of tribal affiliations still in existence. The English did not fight alone; they had indigenous allies who warred against their tribal foes. Likewise, Metacomet led a coalition of tribal members that included Narragansetts, Nipmucs, Wampanoags, and more.


King Philip’s War was important unto itself, not just for what it tells us about the combatants. It helped shape European foreign relations with the natives from that point forward. After this war, there was no going back. It was clear, without any doubt, that the English would stop at nothing to procure more and more land, and that survival for the native peoples would continue to be a struggle. Perhaps most importantly, King Philip’s War was disastrous for the survival of native peoples and their ways of life. To say that this conflict was the beginning of the end would be inaccurate since that had occurred decades, even centuries ago, but it was a major event that solidified the unimaginable loss of their way of life.


A note on terminology: Throughout this narrative, the people who arrived in North America from Europe and their descendants are referred to by several different terms, including colonists, Europeans, English, Puritans, and Pilgrims. Certainly, most would have agreed with all of these designations. Wherever possible, the most specific term is used, but when statements are applicable more broadly, others are employed, as well as for the purpose of varying the language of the narrative. On the other hand, these people certainly would not have considered themselves “Americans,” even though we typically think of Americans today as descendants of European migrants. While the term “American” could probably be used to refer to the native peoples, for the sake of simplicity it is generally excluded from this narrative.


For the peoples who inhabited the continent before the arrival of Europeans, several terms are also used to refer to them. These include indigenous peoples, native peoples, Indians, and Native Americans, in addition to individual tribal names, such as Wampanoag, Mohican, Nipmuc, and Narragansett. The ways in which English-speakers have referred to these peoples have evolved over time; this narrative uses common designations acceptable at the time of publication.




Chapter One


North America in the Seventeenth Century


“All great and honorable actions are accompanied with great difficulties, and both must be enterprised and overcome with answerable courage.”


—William Bradford


In 1492, an Italian explorer named Christopher Columbus stumbled upon the landmasses that would come to be known as the Americas while he sought a westward sea route to Asia. His mistake unintentionally set off a period of rapid exploration and colonization by the European powers of the day. Portugal and Spain, primarily, claimed land up and down the coasts and farther inland in North America, South America, and the hundreds of islands that dotted the waters. Other European powers eyed their expansion with envy and soon found ways to overcome domestic obstacles and begin their own periods of colonization. England was chief among them.


The most valuable land was located in the more southern regions of the Americas. This was because the climate in these places was conducive to growing some of the most valuable crops at the time: tobacco, indigo, cotton, and most importantly, sugar. European powers scrambled to procure land and supply enough slave labor to extract as much wealth as they possibly could.


Life in these colonies was brutal for the non-Europeans, as both the indigenous populations and the enslaved Africans were forcibly moved from their homes. Upon initial contact, millions of indigenous peoples died from exposure to new diseases brought by the Europeans, especially influenza, measles, and smallpox. Sometimes, the Europeans even passed these diseases onto the native peoples intentionally; they recognized the advantage provided by clearing them off their own land. Most of those who did not die from disease were either killed in warfare (any attempt to resist European encroachment was brutally squashed) or enslaved.

