– Introduction –

THE DUTCH-MUNSEE FRONTIER

“We regard the frontier not as a boundary or line, but as a territory or zone
of interpenetration between two previously distinct societies.”
Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson, The Frontier in History1

I

n New Netherland, the Dutch colony that would later become New
York, Europeans and Native Americans coexisted, interacting with one
another throughout the life of the colony. Europeans and the indigenous
inhabitants of the Hudson River valley first encountered one another in
1524 during the voyage of Giovanni da Verrazzano. Sustained contact
between the two groups began in 1609 when Henry Hudson rediscovered the region for Europeans. He was quickly followed by Dutch merchants and traders, transient settlers, and finally permanent European
colonists. Over time, the Dutch extended their political sovereignty over
land already claimed by Native Americans. In this territory, Indians and
Europeans interacted on a number of levels. They exchanged land and
goods, lived as neighbors, and faced one another in European courts.
During their interaction, periods of peace and relative harmony were
punctuated by outbreaks of violence and warfare. After seventy years,
Europeans and Indians continued to coexist in the lower Hudson River
valley. Some Native people had been vanquished from their traditional
homelands such as Manhattan Island. Others remained, many living in
close proximity to the Dutch and other Europeans. While many native
people maintained their own cultural outlook, others clearly became
acculturated to one degree or another. All lived in a society which was
dominated politically and economically by Europeans, forcing Native
Americans to at least accommodate themselves to the Dutch, and at
times to modify their cultural practices in order to survive in an increasingly European-dominated context.
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Frontiers are created wherever distinct cultural and political entities
come into contact, and in New Netherland, several groups of Europeans—under the auspices of Dutch colonization—came into contact
with several different Native American peoples, especially the Mohawks,
Mahicans, and Munsees in the Hudson Valley, but also the Unamis of the
Delaware Bay region, Susquehannocks and Iroquois tribes of the interior,
and the Algonquian people of the Connecticut Valley and Long Island
Sound. This study, however, primarily focuses upon the Munsees who
lived on western Long Island and the islands of New York Bay, along
both sides of the Hudson river north from there to just beyond modern
Kingston, and west into what is now New Jersey. There is good reason for
limiting the scope of this work. Claiming territory that stretched from the
Delaware River to the Connecticut, and establishing outposts throughout
that region, Dutch trade and colonization centered primarily on two
locales. The Dutch established Fort Orange just short of the fall-line of the
Hudson River in order to engage in the rich fur trade to which the
Mahicans and Mohawks offered access. After the conclusion of the
Mohawk-Mahican War in 1628, the fort lay well within the sphere of the
Mohawks.2 Obviously, the Mohawks and other Iroquois are of great significance. They have also been extensively studied by others.3 The other
center of Dutch colonization, New Amsterdam, lay in the heart of the
Munsees’ territory, yet in the histories of the Northeast the Munsees tend
to get overshadowed by their more famous neighbors to the north. Histories of Native Americans in New York usually begin with the Munsees,
but quickly shift to the Iroquois; they return their attention to the Munsees when major events such as Kieft’s War emerge, but ultimately leave
the Munsees to the dustbin of history while focusing upon the Mohawks
and other Iroquois.4
In their own right, the Munsees and their relations with the Dutch
are important. They offer a prime example of native people who were
immediately and continually exposed to European explorers, traders,
and settlers once European colonization began in the region in earnest.5
The Munsees, far more than any other group during New Netherland’s
history, experienced the wide range of European colonization. In many
ways, during the Dutch period in the Hudson River valley, contact
between the two was more intensive, more intimate, and more violent.
Furthermore, the Munsees offered Europeans not only furs to trade, but
also wampum, a commodity over which they shared a monopoly with
other coastal peoples and which played a vital role in trade and diplomacy throughout the Northeast. When the Dutch first came to the Hudson River region, they traded with Indians around Manhattan Island,
and it was on the tip of this island that the Dutch West India Company
established its headquarters in North America. Guarding the mouth of
the Hudson River and ostensibly controlling the flow of trade in and
out of the Hudson River watershed, Fort Amsterdam and the sur-
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Map 1: The Dutch-Munsee Frontier
New Netherland showing the approximate extent of Munsee territory at time of contact
and the principal Dutch outposts circa 1630. For reference, modern geographic designations
are given.
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rounding village played a vital role in the life of the colony. From a
European perspective, the story of Dutch and Native American relations should perhaps include all Indians who fell within the boundaries
of the Dutch colony. From an Indian perspective, the story should relate
to all the Munsees and their interactions with Europeans. The realities
of the frontier, however, meant that in New Netherland the worlds of
Europeans and Native Americans intersected in certain locales. This
work focuses upon the distinct pattern of relations which developed at
the convergence of Dutch and Munsee societies in the lower Hudson
River region.
There exists some difficulty in finding a suitable term to describe the
Indian participants in this story. Although the terms Munsees, Indians,
native people or inhabitants, and Native Americans will usually be used,
none of these accurately reflect the aboriginal sense of self-identity and
thus they tend to be anachronistic. The people of the lower Hudson valley and surrounding region can be grouped as the Munsees because of
their shared cultural traits and the use of the Munsee dialect. The term
Munsee means “people of the Minisink,” Minisink referring to an area
surrounding the Delaware Water Gap, where one particular band of
Munsees lived and where many of the people sharing the Munsee dialect
came to dwell in the eighteenth century after selling the remainder of
their lands to Europeans. Although sometimes considered a branch of the
Lenapes or Delawares, with whom they shared an ethnic and linguistic
heritage, the Munsees more closely associated with that group in the
eighteenth century and beyond.6 The Lenapes (defined here as those who
spoke the Unami dialect) comprised those Woodland Indians who, at the
time of contact with Europeans, lived South of the Munsees in the region
surrounding the Delaware Bay and River. Together, their territory
includes all of modern New Jersey, and portions of northeast Delaware,
southeast Pennsylvania, and southeast New York.7
Although the Munsees may be generalized along such linguistic and
cultural lines, at the beginning of the seventeenth century they identified
themselves in much smaller groups. Thus they did not use the terms
Munsee or Lenape to describe themselves in the seventeenth century.
Anthropologist Robert Grumet argues that the Munsees grouped themselves neither as a nation or tribe, nor even as only small-scale villages.
Instead, their sociopolitical groups can be defined in a number of levels
including villages, districts, and maximal groups.8 Munsee people most
commonly organized themselves in villages and related territories. Villages or groups of villages also claimed sovereignty over larger territories such as tracts and districts. Beyond this level of organization,
Munsees could also form themselves into maximal groups when the
need for broad Munsee cooperation or consultation presented itself. The
Munsees used unique names to identify these various groupings (usually at the village level or close to it) by which the Dutch knew them and
recorded in their observations. These included the Esopus (including the
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Map 2: Munsee Bands in the Early Seventeenth Century
Approximate location of several Munsee bands and groups in the early seventeenth century
with modern geographic designations.

Waoronecks and Warranawankongs), Minisinks, Haverstraws, Tappans,
Hackensacks, Raritans, Navasinks, Wappingers, Kichtawanks, Sinsinks,
Wiechquaeskecks, Rechgawawanks, Tankitekes, Nayacks, Marechkawiecks, Canarsees, Rockaways, Massapequas, and Matinecocks (see Map
2).9 Throughout this book, these groups will be referred to by these
names when the actions of individual groups are identifiable and when
generalizations are inappropriate.
The Munsee people shared a frontier with a variety of Europeans
who traded and settled in the Dutch-established colony. For simplicity’s
sake, they will generally be referred to as the Dutch, but for the sake of
accuracy it should be remembered that there were Europeans other than
the Dutch. Within the fold of European society were Englishmen, Walloons, Huguenots, Germans, and others. In fact, perhaps only fifty percent of the European population of New Netherland was in fact Dutch.10
Furthermore, the colony included many Africans, some of whom were
enslaved, others of whom led lives that reflected the relative freedom
which Europeans shared, and all of whom lived primarily in a European
colonial context rather than in an African one, although some studies suggest the persistence of an African-centered identity and community.11 Yet,
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because these various Europeans and Africans lived in a Dutch colony
and under the influence of Dutch culture—in fact, many Europeans had
Dutch spouses or they shared the Calvinist brand of Protestantism with
the Dutch—and were under the authority of the Dutch magistrate in New
Amsterdam, it is fitting and accurate to generally refer to members of this
Dutch colonial society as the Dutch.12
*

*

*

In order to understand the developing relations of the Dutch and the
Munsees, this volume works with specific definitions of the terms frontier
and culture. The frontier, as I use the term, refers to a zone and process of
crosscultural interaction. I am not alone in using this definition. Over
twenty years ago, a group of historians from Canada, Great Britain, the
Netherlands, South Africa, and the United States, with common interests
in the history of European-indigenous relations in North America and
South Africa, gathered in a seminar to comparatively explore these relations. In the resulting volume, The Frontier in History: North America and
Southern Africa Compared, editors Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson
gave voice to this newly evolving, broader frontier perspective. They
declared that the frontier should be seen “not as a boundary or line, but
as a territory or zone of interpenetration between two previously distinct
societies.”13 Even before the publication of this volume, historian James
Axtell wrote that “the frontiers where [Europeans, Africans, and Indians]
met were thus human spaces, not geographical spaces accidentally occupied by the people. Wherever diverse cultures came together, whether for
trade, war, or love, there was the frontier.”14
This definition of the frontier and its importance to the study of early
America has been widely adopted and reiterated by historians of the
colonial period. In his 1989 work, The Formation of a Planter Elite, Alan
Gallay stated that “on the … frontier people of different races, religions,
and ethnic groups lived in close proximity and greatly influenced each
other’s lives.” “Peoples of the … frontier,” Gallay also wrote, “had to
learn from each other and adapt themselves and their institutions to an
environment undergoing vast demographic, social, economic, and political changes.” Gregory Nobels has claimed that “the real significance of
the North American frontier lies not only in the single-minded conquest
eventually achieved by one people over others, but also in the complex
roles played by all the peoples that took part in the struggle.”15 In recent
years, it seems that most historians of early America agree that a complete understanding of the colonial experience must include a discussion
of the frontier as defined by Lamar and Thompson. As Colin Calloway
has argued in New Worlds for All, Europeans and Native Americans
shared a vast geographic, cultural, material, and linguistic landscape in
early America. Andrew Cayton and Fredrika Teute also emphasize the
central role of the frontier in their edited volume Contact Points: “Historians may dismiss eighteenth-century assumptions about development as
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ethnocentric—even racist—but they cannot deny that the European conquest of North America, and the frontiers it created, must be at the center
of any analysis of the history of this continent.”16
In order to describe and unravel the complex processes of cultural
change and interaction on the frontier, it is also necessary to define culture and consider how to delineate and identify measurable aspects of
culture.17 My understanding of culture borrows from the work of C.T.
McIntire, a Canadian historian and philosopher of history. McIntire
associates culture
with literally everything brought into existence by humans, the whole way
of life of a people and all its ingredients–not just our indicators of meaning,
our arts, or our manners–and with all aspects of our humanity, not just our
suprabiophysical characteristics. Culture is the outcome of the creative
process as well as the condition of the ongoing process of human creativity.
We might say that culture represents the ongoing results of our creative acts.

Culture, then, is not a static thing, but a dynamic entity, and, as such, represents the basic expression of human experience, the thing that sets
humans apart from other forms of life. Highlighting the creative activities
of human beings, McIntire affirms that “human acts are how we express
our humanity.” The products of culture or the results of human culturemaking are many. They range from biological functions such as procreation to the “totality results, like societies, peoples, humanity … and
civilizations.” Among these many products “are the societal results, the
institutions, associations, and relationships, and their features, like
churches, families and friendships, governments, states and city-states,
factories and markets, feudal relationships, patron-artist relationships,
social classes, tribes, communes, cities, and farms.”18
When using the concept of culture in this way, it is useful to somewhat simplify the broad definition offered above by defining culture in
terms of worldview, which influences human behavior, and societal structures, the results or products of that behavior. The terms worldview, cultural outlook, cultural ideals, and societal values all relate to the same
basic notion: that at the heart of human motivation lies fundamental religious belief. This is not to say that religious practices, as associated with
a particular church or other recognized religious structure, guide human
behavior. Instead this understanding of worldview emphasizes the collection of ideas, thoughts, and impulses which under gird all human
activity. Societal structures, in contrast, are the various tangible and
intangible ways in which those core beliefs and ideas are manifest. By
societal structures I mean various aspects of society–economic systems,
political structures, social arrangements, religious activities, aesthetic
products, and so forth.19
But one must be careful not to oversimplify. Worldview, in particular,
should not be confused with a particular ideology. Ideologies are moreor-less uniform collections of ideas with inner-coherence. Worldviews, on
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the other hand, may comprise more than one ideology. Worldviews
reflect the composite of ideas, morés, values, and commitments which
guide an individual’s or society’s pattern of living. Particular ideologies
may predominate within a worldview, but generally human beings,
being complex and existing in the flux of historical development, experience worldviews in more complicated ways than simply pursuing a particular ideology. For example, the Puritans who established New England
maintained certain traditional, medieval values, but at the same time pursued values which anticipated the modernity of the eighteenth century
and beyond. These values in turn were reflected in the various structures
they erected in their society—the open field system as a throwback to the
Middle Ages which existed side by side with more modern commercial
and economic practices emerging during their time.
History, then, can be understood as the story of ongoing cultural
development: the creation and evolution of various structures and
changing cultural outlooks or worldviews. Yet historical development
takes place in a complex environment in which not only worldviews
shape society, but changes in societal structures in turn shape a people’s
cultural outlook. In addition, worldviews and societal structures overlap
and interact in myriad ways. Forces outside one’s society can also significantly shape the process of history. For example, environment and geography can shape the structure and value system of a particular society.
Furthermore, historians cannot simply generalize about the actions of
groups of people in terms of worldview and related societal structures.
From the ground-level perspective, societies are comprised of individuals who reflect a complex of ideas and who may find themselves navigating among competing structures. Such real people make real choices
which can transcend the boundaries of worldview and societal structures, especially on the frontier. Out of their individual and collective
choices comes historical change and development. Despite these complexities of culture and historical change, historians who attune themselves to both worldview and societal structures as a framework or
context for analyzing historical development and cultural change have a
significant advantage when investigating frontier processes.
Having defined culture and described its relationship to history, further consideration needs to be given to the definition of the frontier and
the role of culture and acculturation in the frontier context. As noted earlier, historians have come to define the frontier as a place of cultural mixing. But while questions of acculturation can be considered whenever
two cultures come into contact, cultural interaction does not always mean
a frontier has been created.20 Here the work of Lamar and Thompson continues to be helpful in defining the frontier. Arguing that the concept of
the frontier can be universally applied, they have defined the opening
and closing of the frontier not only in terms of racial or cultural interaction, but also in terms of political control of the region in which such
interaction took place. Thus, they suggest that a frontier opens when one
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or more societies intrude into a region with an indigenous population.
During the frontier process, the question of political control of the region
remains contested. The frontier closes when “a single political authority
has established hegemony over the zone.” Such an outcome might be
expressed in a number of ways: “the intruders may have exterminated
the indigenous people … , they may have expelled them … , they may
have subjected them and incorporated them into their own political and
economic systems … , the intruders may themselves have been incorporated by the indigenous people … , or they may have reached a stalemate.” Gregory Nobles offers a similar definition: “My own working
definition of ‘frontier’ is a region in which no culture, group, or government can claim effective control or hegemony over others. In that regard,
contact often involves conflict, a sometimes multisided struggle with an
undetermined outcome.”21
Thus the frontier represents a unique context in which intercultural
contact and mixing occur alongside a struggle or competition for sovereignty in a particular region. The frontier is not simply an open meeting
of two cultural groups, but a crosscultural encounter which takes place
in the context of real political, economic, religious, and social struggle.
Narrowly defining the frontier this way makes it possible to distinguish
cultural mixing here from the cultural interaction that takes place whenever two or more groups of people come into contact. Within the context
created by this contest over sovereignty, and shaped by it, lie important
developments related to the interaction of cultures. During the intervening years of the frontier, a process takes place in which both groups
seek to assert their representative cultures and learn to contend with the
other while also struggling over political control of the region. As one or
more groups claim political or national sovereignty over a territory containing others, they consciously or unconsciously impose a number of
new societal structures upon the other group, thus providing external
stimuli for cultural change. On the frontier we observe a struggle for
sovereignty over territory coinciding with a struggle for sovereignty
over cultural development. As one society extends its structures upon a
group with differing cultural ideals or worldview, a crisis ensues in
which members of that group are forced to find ways to address the new
cultural and societal situation. In the case of the Munsees, their
responses generally fell into three categories: resistance, accommodation,
and acculturation. 22
Moreover, cultural change on the frontier is not isolated from broader
historical changes. People from both sides of the frontier represent societies in the process of ongoing change and cultural development. In
recognition of this reality, it can be argued that the frontier progresses
through stages or phases. For example, South African historians Richard
Elphick and V.C. Malherbe have demonstrated that contact between the
Dutch and native Khoesan on the Cape frontier during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries followed stages which were influenced by the
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nature of the European “agents” who visited the region. A series of
traders, cultivators, and pastoral farmers came to the southern tip of
Africa in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and the history of
their interaction with the native Khoesan peoples followed a corresponding evolution of frontiers—a trade frontier in which the European actors
were mainly company employees engaged with the indigenous inhabitants in the trade of European goods for fresh meat and other foodstuffs,
an agricultural frontier in which Dutch settlers began to conduct intensive farming on land purchased from the African owners, and a third
frontier of pastoral European farmers who adopted the southern African
practice of cattle herding and hired or enslaved the native population to
aid them in their venture.23 In my analysis of Dutch-Munsee relations, I
have adopted the concept of a frontier as a zone of intercultural interaction which can be traced through stages. Like the seventeenth-century
Cape situation, the character of the Dutch-Munsee frontier also evolved
as the motivations behind European colonization and immigration
changed over the years and as stimuli from the Native American side of
the frontier also changed. Briefly, these stages can be identified as first
contact, trade, and settlement. It is important to note that these are not fixed
stages, but overlapping phases. They describe what happened, but do not
dictate what had to develop.
This approach towards the frontier and the process of acculturation
has several advantages.24 First, it assumes that intercultural relations
were a process, not a single event in which two static cultures encountered one another and reacted. Rather than generalizing about a particular group’s attitudes and response to a foreign culture, this framework
allows for the study of a vibrant and changing relationship between two
or more cultural groups over time. Once one has defined the geographic
and temporal scope of a particular frontier, the various factors which
affected intercultural relations become more clear. How did Europeans
and Indians respond to one another upon first contact? What changes
took place in their relationship when driven by different goals during the
period of trade? How did the European focus upon settlement-style colonization on the one side and shifting inter-Indian relations on the other
side affect relations between Europeans and Indians?
Relations between two peoples are never just a matter of clashing
cultures, but of how those societies, and individuals within those societies, interacted over time and how their actions towards one another
were shaped not just by cultural outlook or worldview, but by environment, foreign affairs with other groups, personal differences and actions,
developments in Europe, and so on. In New Netherland, it is not enough
to describe Dutch and Indian attitudes towards one another and then
summarize how relations between the two developed as a result. Other
questions should be asked. How did Dutch attitudes and company policy change? How did Indian perceptions of the Dutch change over time?
Did this affect their strategies for dealing with the newcomers? How did
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relations among various Indian peoples affect their dealings with the
Dutch? How did the changing nature of the colonists affect intercultural
relations? How did the changing nature of European colonization change
the impact of imposed societal structures on native people? And most
importantly, how did Native Americans respond to the increasing imposition of those European structures on their own society? Asking these
and other questions leaves behind the image of monolithic Indian affairs
and leads us to a picture of evolving relations in which cultural change,
adaptation, and accommodation, as well as persistence, took place in the
context of an ongoing struggle for political control of a particular region.
In each phase of European expansion and colonization, different forces
came into play which affected cultural interaction and change.
But while culture is dynamic and changing, it cannot be diminished
or increased. Culture is a dimension of human experience and the expression of human behavior. It is the context in which human beings exist.
Thus a society or group of people cannot have more or less culture, they
can only have a changing and developing culture. True, one can identify
certain characteristics of European society at a particular point in time
and trace the changes from that point, but to assess such cultural change
as the loss of culture implies that culture is a quantifiable substance. The
same is also true for Native Americans. Historians may be able to identify a number of aspects of Native American culture at the point of
contact with Europeans and call it Native American culture. But five hundred years before or one hundred years later, that same ethnic group‘s
culture may look very different from the practices and beliefs of those
people which came into contact with Europeans. In this regard, historians
need to be careful not to define any one society or group of people in such
a fixed manner as to assume that historical people simply fall into cultural categories such as “Native American” or “European.” In this regard,
it is important to distinguish between ethnicity and culture and keep in
mind the ever-changing nature of culture.25 This study looks at the culture and society of the ethnic group the Munsees, and considers how
their culture and society changed as they entered a frontier relationship
with the Dutch.
Thus it is not helpful to simply point to certain changes in the culture
of a person or group and pronounce that they have become less Native
American and more European, or vice versa. Culture changes on multiple levels. Historians are likely to be more accurate in their assessments
if they trace specific changes and developments in worldview or societal
structure and avoid labeling those changes in terms of broad transformations of one group becoming more or less like another. This seems particularly true with regard to structural developments. People can choose or
be forced to wear different clothing, eat different food, even speak a different language, but that does not mean that they have adopted an
entirely new or different worldview. They may even be compelled or volunteer to participate in different economic, political, and legal systems,
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perhaps even new religious practices, but this does not necessarily reflect
a fundamental change in cultural outlook and identity. Examining cultural change in terms of changing societal structures and worldviews will
avoid some of the ambiguity which exists when scholars speak loosely
and vaguely of cultural change, accommodation, and acculturation.
Furthermore, historians can make distinctions between more permanent changes—acculturation, and more temporary measures—accommodation. These terms have been used interchangeably by historians,
leading to some confusion, but making clear distinctions between these
two is particularly useful when used in conjunction with a concrete definition of culture. If historians observe economic changes among native
people which parallel European practices, for example, did these represent a permanent adoption of such practices, or a tactical or pragmatic
short-term move? When European traders chose to live among native
people and take Indian brides, was this a step on the road to becoming
native, or did this simply represent accommodation to Indian ways to
achieve some other end?
Moreover, this approach to culture and the frontier takes a longer
view of frontier processes than many of the frontier studies appearing in
recent years. These microhistories have done much to identify important
encounters between representatives of two societies, but they can only
point to the possibility of broader cultural change and interaction.26 What
insights can be gleaned from microstudies should be tested in the broader
context of contact and interaction between different societies over time. In
such a context, more focused attention can be given to those aspects of
culture in which change took place—in worldviews or societal structures,
and what kind of change took place—accommodation or acculturation.
Finally, the approach adopted here makes more possible a historical
analysis aimed at maintaining a relative ambivalence to the groups and
cultures under study. In 1978, James Axtell emphasized the need for cultural relativism in the study of intercultural relations and argued “that
each culture must be understood in its own terms, and that we must not
only see the ethnocentric biases in each culture, but understand the reasons for them.”27 But many scholars fail to maintain such a stance. Part of
the difficulty lies in knowing how to apply cultural relativism. On the one
hand, scholars need to treat the subjects of their historical inquiry with
evenhandedness. Yet on the other hand, it is impossible to transcend
one’s own system of values. Fearing to acknowledge any cultural standpoint in the name of cultural relativism, scholars lack an independent
standard or framework by which to understand any culture. In place of
that standard, they tend to absolutize a particular culture at a certain
moment in time. That is, they establish one society’s culture at a certain
historical moment as the standard by which to evaluate later cultural
development and change, or as the standard by which to examine other
cultures and societies. In current scholarship, this most often occurs when
scholars identify an indigenous ethnic group as “Indians” at the point of
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contact with Europeans, but see them as having lost their essential
Indian-ness after years of contact and varying degrees of acculturation
and accommodation. Or, they may find European society as wanting after
measuring it against the yardstick of Native American culture.
Closely related to the practice of absolutizing Native American culture is the tendency to romanticize the frontier by focusing on the Indians
as victims or heroes. In contrast to earlier narratives of European and
Euro-American conquest of the continent, many scholars turned their
attention to the native side of the frontier, seeking to counter the earlier
imbalance. In doing so, however, they did not adjust the framework of
analysis, but simply shifted the focus to a different group of people. For
example, contemporary scholars often judge that the cultural change
among Native Americans that resulted from contact with another society
is an unfortunate and undesired outcome of the frontier. In this regard,
many historians today highlight and celebrate the persistence of “traditional” indigenous culture much in the same way that older scholarship
tended to make European cultural traditions the standard by which to
evaluate other societies.
The key to achieving cultural relativism in our study of past peoples
is not to avoid any cultural standard whatsoever, but to accept the reality
that scholars can never transcend their own cultures. We exist in culture
and can never see or observe without our vision conditioned by the various values and systems by which we organize our thought, undertake
our research, and construct our words. Does this mean that the ideal of
cultural relativism is too elusive to try to ascertain? Certainly some scholars have given up the goal. The very recognition of our culturally-bound
scholarship, however, is the most important step in trying to approximate
a culturally-relativistic study of the frontier and to avoid absolutizing or
romanticizing the culture of historical societies. Once scholars identify
their own framework for understanding the past, their own perspective
out of which their research and writing stems, they can distance themselves from past peoples in their efforts to understand them and study
their interactions on the frontier. Scholars cannot and should not take
sides with historical Europeans or Native Americans. Instead, historians
should honestly admit their own cultural moorings and seek to understand past peoples as much as possible in terms of the cultural values and
societal structures of these peoples.
In this volume, I seek to avoid establishing either Native American
or European culture as the standard of evaluation for the other. I assume
neither evolving culture is necessarily better than the other: both groups
followed practices which are commendable or worthy of criticism when
considered by twenty-first-century standards. I assume that neither society is static, and that over time, as the nature of contact changed, so did
the nature of their relationship with one another. The crucial issue for my
research is to move beyond condemnations or commendations and consider instead the nature and degree of cultural change and the strategies
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people—both individuals and groups—followed to deal with that
change. Understanding the complexity of culture in terms of worldview
and societal structures and analyzing changes in culture through developing stages of the frontier provide a guide to do so. This makes it possible to identify ways in which Munsee society changed and ways it
remained the same: to see when Munsee people acculturated—changed
their society and outlook to better fit the new frontier context of their
experience; accommodated—maintained their own worldview and structures, but made short-term changes to meet the needs of intercultural
relations on the frontier; or resisted—maintained their own culture and
resisted any imposition of Dutch societal structures and sovereignty
over them. Specifically, the evidence presented in this volume demonstrates that while many Munsees maintained a worldview closely tied
to their precontact outlook, changes in the economic and political
structures of their society in particular reflected the evolving impact of
European colonization.
Tracing this pattern of accommodation, resistance, and acculturation
among the Munsees has proved challenging. In particular, this study has
been limited by the paucity of sources relating to the Munsees. Very few
records remain from the earliest years of Dutch trade and colonization,
leaving researchers with little basis upon which to describe change
among the Munsees from the earliest periods. Many official records,
especially from the late 1630s and early 1640s have been lost, leaving gaps
at a crucial period of Dutch-Munsee interaction when the first war
erupted between them.28 The records which do remain from that era are
primarily polemical pieces written for the purpose of condemning or
defending Director General Willem Kieft, whose name has been given to
this war.29 Many descriptions of the Indians of New Netherland appeared
in the mid-seventeenth century, but while these descriptions are useful,
they tend to borrow from one another or borrow from earlier descriptions
making it difficult to trace cultural change over the period of colonization.30 Furthermore, these authors rarely made distinctions between the
different native groups under their purview. While this partly reflects the
similarity in culture between the various indigenous peoples of the Hudson River valley, it nevertheless leaves investigators uncertain about how
significant the descriptions are for any one group in the region. Further,
some of these authors talked to native people and recorded what they
heard, but very little exists in the way of Native American oral sources.
Of course any sources created by Europeans reflect not just what they
saw, but their perceptions of what they saw and even only what their perspective allowed them to see.
Scanty and biased sources pose obvious challenges to the researcher
of Dutch-Munsee relations. It does not mean that nothing can be determined concerning the Munsees, their culture, and the changes which
took place in contact with the Dutch. It does mean, however, that one has
to read the sources carefully, looking for what might be revealed by
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Dutch observers who themselves may not have recognized or understood certain patterns of Munsee behavior. It means occasionally assuming certain effects of colonization upon the Munsees based upon the
experience of other native people of northeastern North America, and it
means accepting the limits of what can be said or observed with confidence. In particular, some changes in Munsee society can be traced more
easily than others. The experience of the Munsees most often comes to the
fore in Dutch records during times of war. This is important, however,
since much is revealed in the diplomatic choices and actions of the Munsees. Along with Munsee actions in war and diplomacy, significant political and economic developments can be identified in Munsee society.
Unfortunately, many other changes such as gender relations and the roles
of men and women remain generally hidden from the scholar’s gaze.31 It
means also that it is very difficult, although not impossible, to capture the
native perspective on the challenges they faced and the changes they
experienced. These areas, then, have not been ignored in producing this
volume, but a conscious effort has been made not to engage in undue
speculation. Thus the book does not reveal all that was happening within
Munsee society, but discusses what can most confidently be argued from
the sources or inferred in correlation with the experience of other groups.
Nevertheless, important conclusions can be drawn about effects of colonization on the Munsee people and the degree and significance of cultural change which took place on the Dutch-Munsee frontier.
*

*

*

While aspects of Munsee culture and society will become clear in the
chapters that follow, a few words about their worldview and cultural
practices are necessary at the outset.32 At the heart of the Munsees’ cultural outlook at the time of contact, as for so many Native Americans, lay
an emphasis on the social aspect of reality. Maintaining proper social balance and proper relations was a key feature of Munsee culture. This was
demonstrated throughout their societal structures. In religion, for example, the Munsee people expressed themselves with strong animistic
beliefs. What Europeans considered inanimate or insensate objects were,
for the Indians, alive with power. The Munsees’ world was inhabited by
animals, plants, rocks, and other-than-human creatures, all with spirits
like their own. Relationships with such beings were beneficial, but also
dangerous. To protect oneself it was necessary to maintain a proper relationship through the giving of gifts and through other exchanges. Such
gift giving and social exchange was also practiced in connection with
marriage rites and political and diplomatic relations—all agreements
were sealed through the exchange of goods, particularly “spiritually
charged” items such as shell beads known to us today as wampum. The
importance of maintaining good relations with others pervaded their
society. Nowhere, perhaps, was this more important than within the clan.
Whereas Europeans identified the responsibility for administrating justice
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with the state, the Munsees associated the maintenance of justice with the
extended family or clan group. When one member of the extended family was wronged, injured, or killed by an outsider, it was the responsibility of the remaining family members to see that justice was carried out.
And this justice was defined in terms of social balance and reciprocity.
Those who offended the family of another were obligated or compelled
to recompense them through the giving of gifts or the forfeiture of life.
In their various cultural practices, the Munsees, who numbered
about twelve thousand at the time of contact with the Dutch in the early
seventeenth century, followed a cultural pattern similar to other northeastern woodland people, particularly the Mahicans and Mohawks.33 The
subsistence of those living inland centered upon a horticulture of corn,
beans, and squash, and was supplemented by seasonal fishing, hunting,
and gathering, while those living along the coast favored food gathering
from marine sources. They maintained permanent seasonal villages,
gathering in larger groups over the summer to pursue agricultural
endeavors, and dispersing into smaller hunting parties or groups during
the winter. They claimed possession or sovereignty over particular hunting, fishing, and agricultural districts. Their villages consisted of several
round or long houses, with members of the same extended family or clan
living in one house. They used various implements and tools made of
stone and animal by-products such as bones, shells, and horns. Their
weaponry consisted of hand-fashioned, stone projectile points. Their
material culture also included pottery, clay pipes, shell beads, ornaments
of various natural substances including Indian copper, and effigies representing various creatures and human beings. By the time Europeans
arrived, the Munsees were likely involved in one of the many networks
of trade existing throughout the Northeast. In particular, they were
involved in exchanges with the Susquehannocks, Iroquois, Mahicans,
and probably others. The nature of the exchange and the economic and
diplomatic relationship between these people is little known today, but
evidence from the period of postcontact suggests that the Munsees held
an inferior position to some of these other tribes.34
At the time of contact with the Munsees, the Dutch reflected the broad
trends and experiences typical of early modern Europe, including the
emergence of nation-states and a sense of nationalism; the political, religious, and social responses to the new religious diversity created by the
Reformation; and the transition from a medieval to a modern worldview.35
This last is important. While Europeans of the seventeenth century can
seem quite familiar to us in their modernity, we should not be surprised
by the persistence of medieval ideals. When Europeans in the early modern era met indigenous people, they were often driven by more modern
economic forces, but they also tended to interpret the identity of Native
Americans in light of a worldview inspired by medieval mythology.
Dutch culture and society, in particular, had undergone dramatic
changes by 1609. In the 1570s and ’80s, the Dutch revolted from their feu-
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dal lord, the Spanish crown. In the aftermath of the initial revolt and brutal attempts by the Spanish crown to terminate the affair, a new and popular nationalism developed among the Dutch. This patriotic movement
merged with Calvinism, and soon the Dutch identity became almost
indistinguishable from feelings of anti-Catholicism.36 This event reflected
all of the major developments of the early modern period identified
above. While a state of war existed with Spain until 1648, the foundations
of the Dutch state—a republic—were established already in the late sixteenth century with the Union of Utrecht (1579) and the Act of Abjuration (1581). Even more significant was the emergence in the 1590s of the
“rich trades.” A variety of forces led at this time to Dutch overseas expansion and the opening of trade between the Netherlands and the East
Indies which provided the Dutch with spices and other commodities
highly valued in Europe. These rich trades brought vast wealth and prestige to the Dutch Republic. With the development of the rich trades and
war with Spain came an influx of European immigrants and significant
urban growth in the maritime areas.37 In short, expansion—economic,
political, and religious—typified the Dutch experience in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The impulse to colonize New
Netherland grew out of this context. European immigrants, Dutch and
others, shared a worldview comprised of a mix of medieval and modern
ideas. Europeans would rely on medieval cosmology to find categories
for native people while they brought and imposed upon the Indians
modern European societal structures in the realm of politics, economics,
law, and religion.
*

*

*

The chapters that follow explore the evolving relations between these
two groups and consider how they, and individuals within each group,
interacted, focusing in particular on how the changing colonial landscape
affected their cultural encounter and Munsee cultural development. The
chapter titles indicate, in a basic way, the main developments in their
relations. Chapter 1, “First Contact,” considers the brief, but significant
points of contact between the Munsees and Europeans beginning with
the voyage of Verrazzano in 1524 and concluding with Hudson’s exploration of the region in 1609. During the initial encounter, Munsees and
Europeans met and perceived one another out of their traditional world
views. Hudson’s voyage marked the end of one era and the beginning of
another, for in 1610, the Munsee people found themselves visited by the
first of a long series of Dutch traders. This significant change in the cultural encounter is explored in second chapter, “Trade.” While traditional
cultural motives guided both groups through this stage of the encounter,
each side learned important lessons about the other. After 1624, much of
the contact between the Dutch and Munsees was marked by trade, but as
demonstrated in chapter 3, “Trade and Settlement,” the arrival of settlers
again modified the shape of the frontier, particularly in the claim of
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Dutch sovereignty over the region and the presence of a colonial administration. Whereas both sides tended to meet as equals in earlier encounters, with the Munsees continuing to be masters of their land, Dutch
settlement shifted that balance and laid the foundation for the loss of
native political sovereignty. Chapter 4, “Settlement and Warfare,” considers the change in relations primarily provoked by larger-scale European migration and changes in colonial administration, while the last
chapter, “Warfare and Diplomacy,” continues that exploration and examines in particular the evolution of Munsee responses to ongoing European settlement within their lands. With increased European settlement
came increased Munsee resistance. This led to three Dutch-Munsee wars.
While most Munsee bands chose resistance at one time or another, by the
end of the third war, each band had chosen to accommodate Dutch rule
rather than to militarily resist it.
This study formally ends in 1664, when the Dutch colony was captured by the English, replacing Dutch claims to sovereignty over the
region with English ones, and in effect ending the Dutch-Indian frontier,
but creating a new English-Indian frontier. By that date, the structures of
Dutch society–particularly economic and political–had become firmly
established in the region. While some Dutch individuals and colonial officials had accommodated the Indians over time, few did more than that.
In fact, as many recent studies demonstrate, by 1664, the Dutch of
New Netherland maintained a strong Dutch identity and affinity with the
fatherland.38 While individual Europeans may have acculturated native
ways elsewhere in colonial America, it was not prevalent among the
Dutch in the lower Hudson Valley region of New Netherland. Under the
English, Dutch cultural identity and many aspects of their society persisted well into the eighteenth century. As the conclusion notes, during the
English-Indian frontier, the Munsees experienced increased pressures
from European society which continued into the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, while a few Indians may have fully or significantly acculturated,
the evidence suggests that many Munsees maintained significant elements of their traditional native worldview. Regardless of the state of their
cultural development, most Munsees eventually retreated from the region
altogether, leaving little impact on the overall character of New York.
One may ask whether New Netherland, in terms of European-Native
American relations, was unique among the European colonies. When one
generalizes about the nature of European-Native American relations in
the colonies, it is common to note the differences between the English,
French, and Spanish examples. At least since the time of Francis Parkman, historians have held that the French related far better to the Indians
than did the English.39 “Spanish civilization crushed the Indian,” wrote
Parkman, “English civilization scorned and neglected him,” and “French
civilization embraced and cherished him.”40
Understanding the frontier in terms of stages, however, and applying
that framework to Indian relations in New England and New France may
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suggest more similarities than differences. There is no denying that differences in geographic settings, environment, inter-Indian relations,
national and ethnic identity, diverse cultural practices, and other factors
played a role in every frontier in colonial America and defined each as
unique. But consider for a moment the basic character of the Dutch-Munsee frontier, which will be elaborated upon in the following chapters. As
the Dutch colonial effort developed, the Munsees continued to operate
within their indigenous cultural outlook, but were also forced to come to
terms with the new societal structures of the Europeans. Their responses
to these were many, ranging from violence and warfare to various
degrees of acculturation and accommodation. In general, the impact of
European colonization was least in times of exploration and trade and
became greatest when the focus of European expansion shifted to settlement. While the stages of the New Netherland frontier can be divided
into small segments, as the following chapters do, the basic pattern
remains—first contact, trade, and settlement. Each was marked by a particular character.41 This pattern was not unique to New Netherland, but
typical of European-Indian relations elsewhere. When the conditions of
colonization paralleled one another, the same patterns of interaction were
repeated in New England and New France. In particular, when European
expansion and colonization focused primarily upon trade, relations
between Europeans and Native Americans tended to be more peaceful
and both sides more inclined towards accommodation. Violence and warfare, by contrast, tended to emerge in the face of European settlement and
European attempts to extend their sovereignty over native people. If
European-Native American relations appear to have differed significantly in New England and New France, this perhaps had more to do
with the fact that the English colonies were more extensively marked by
settlement, while colonial efforts in New France centered on trade. But
relations shaped by first contact and trade parallel one another throughout colonial history wherever they occurred. And even the small-scale
attempts at settlement in New France reflected patterns of EuropeanIndian relations which also developed in New England and New Netherland as a result of settler immigration. While the present work does not
offer a systematic comparison of these three colonial regions, it does indicate broad parallels in frontier development where appropriate.
In conclusion, this work traces Munsee cultural change and development throughout their frontier experience with the Dutch in New Netherland. The goal of this work is threefold. First, it seeks to contribute to our
understanding of New Netherland by giving the Munsee people their
proper place in the story of the Dutch colony and to consider their experience in the Dutch colony. Second, because relations with Native Americans constituted a significant theme in other European colonies, this
study contributes to the work already accomplished by others to broaden
our knowledge of European-Indian relations in the seventeenth-century
Northeast.42 Finally, this study works with a particular frontier frame-
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work which facilitates comparisons of European and indigenous relations elsewhere, and suggests ways European and Indian relations in
New Netherland, New France, and New England may have paralleled
one another.
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