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Introduction

Histories That Have Futures

D .  R A E  G O U L D  A N D  S T E P H E N  A .  M R O Z O W S K I

1715, Magunkaquog

On October 11, 1715, commissioner of Indians Samuel Sewall traveled from 
Boston to Magunkaquog (present-day Hopkinton, Massachusetts) with a 
parchment deed. In an elaborate ceremony, seven Nipmuc men including Isaac 
Nehemiah sold the Magunkaquog lands to Harvard College by signing with 
their marks. On October 11, 1715, an entry in the Harvard Donations book 
recorded the “great satisfaction” of the Native signatories.1

 Just two weeks earlier several men from Magunkaquog had sent a letter 
to Sewall saying that they did not want to sell their land or even discuss the 
matter. These were their homelands, where Nipmuc families had lived for gen-
erations, but Harvard wanted to lease parcels to colonial farmers to generate 
income for the college.
 On October 12, one day after the deed was signed, Isaac Nehemiah sat on 
the Magunkaquog hilltop. He could not imagine that these lands would no 
longer belong to his people; his children and grandchildren would know a very 
different world. He tied his belt around his neck and took one last look across 
the hillside, then darkness and silence. . . .
 Isaac did not leave behind a letter, but his signature survives on the parch-
ment deed archived at Harvard University. Samuel Sewall recorded his suicide 
in his handwritten diary. These two artifacts help to rebuild the documentary 
archaeology of Magunkaquog and are just two documents connected to the 
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site studied and excavated by Stephen Mrozowski and Holly Herbster (see 
Chapters 3 and 4).

1798, Grafton

Sarah Burnee woke before light most mornings. But on this June day in 1798 
she rose even earlier, wrapped herself in her shawl in the dark, and brought 
wood in from the stack outside. Until recently, she had happily left this chore 
to her husband, Boston, but his illness changed all that. The doctor could 
only make him comfortable. As her husband grew weaker, Sarah anxiously 
took on tasks that he could no longer do. When she shuffled back inside, her 
children—Sarah (called Sally), sixteen, and Ben, thirteen—were dressing for 
morning chores in the sleeping loft. Her husband coughed sharply. As she 
waited for the fire to grow, Sarah prepared thick slices of rye bread and bacon 
then collected tea and sugar from the larder. The elders were expected this 
morning, so she laid out extra plates and cups on the thick wooden table in 
the center of the room. Together, they would decide how to proceed with the 
summer’s work and discuss prospects for the future.
 Her brother Joseph stooped slightly as he limped into the house, removing 
his hat. The smoke from his pipe followed him across the room as he made 
the effort to greet his sister. He lowered himself gingerly into a chair, winded 
from his walk up the hill from his small house in the valley. Joseph placed his 
right foot on the chair beside him and gratefully accepted a cup of tea from 
Sarah. They sat and talked for a while before the others joined them: the rain 
was coming and Sarah’s roof leaked; the oxen needed new shoes in about a 
month; they would need help to harvest rye from the fields. As the children 
came inside to eat their breakfast, Joseph admitted to his sister that he would 
soon need to write to the state for permission to sell more of the family land. 
She patted his hand and poured him another cup of tea. She would too.
 Other Nipmuc elders arrived and thanked Sarah for her hospitality, inquir-
ing about Boston’s ailing health. As they began to discuss the future, Sarah’s 
daughter Sally poured tea. With little Nipmuc land left to farm, they talked of 
other possibilities. Young Sally listened intently. She sat in the doorway weav-
ing a handsome berry basket, which she had learned to make as a child from 
watching the women sit together and work . . .
 Archaeology at the Sarah Burnee/Sarah Boston Homestead site in Grafton, 
Massachusetts, between 2006 and 2013 recovered a number of objects—pipes, 
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cups, plates, a tea set, farming tools—that help us understand some activi-
ties of the homestead’s occupants. Documents provide additional information 
about their lives: the death of Boston Philips in summer 1798; Sarah Burnee 
and Joseph Aaron’s petition to the Massachusetts general court to sell land in 
the early 1800s to provide care as they grew older and to repair Sarah’s home; 
and the rye that they grew on their farm. Research at this site by Heather Law 
Pezzarossi and Stephen Mrozowski provides insight into almost 100 years of 
occupation by one Nipmuc family (see Chapters 5 and 6).

1869, Grafton

On a warm day in 1869 the spring was flowing in the back yard, but Sarah Ar-
nold Cisco was dealing with her contentious neighbor John Sweeney instead of 
enjoying a beautiful summer day. When he had first bought her uncle’s piece of 
the family land next door over a decade ago, Sweeney did not seem as hostile. 
But over the years he became more determined to see Sarah and her sister lose 
their last few acres. He knew how much they struggled to make ends meet. 
Sarah felt vulnerable as she searched for answers.
 Today she sat in the old rocker in the front yard, thinking about the land 
that she and her sister lived on and their small house, built by her grandmother 
in 1801, with additions by her father. Thinking about how much this place 
meant to everyone in her circle, including those beyond her immediate family, 
Sarah began to draft a letter in her head. She would write to the lawyer in town 
that she had talked to about their rights as Indians who had always lived in this 
place. It was now called Grafton but always known as Hassanamesit (place of 
small stones) to them . . .
 This letter became one of the many documents preserved in the Nipmuc 
Nation tribal archive. As an artifact of the past in the form of a document, it 
provides a glimpse into the lives and actions of the people discussed in Chapter 
7 by Rae Gould.
 These vignettes are stories of real people who experienced different facets 
of English and American colonialism in the centuries following 1620 and 
the arrival of the pilgrims in the “New World.” Although the stories vary 
according to gender and time, they provide pictures of individuals closely 
linked to their respective communities and with a common desire to main-
tain Nipmuc identity and land. In focusing on real people in this book—with 
names, sometimes faces, and a shared identity—our goal is to bring their 
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histories into focus by connecting past to present and individual with com-
munity, in a space that was and continues to be dynamic. The past revealed 
through our combined work is not a static history bounded in any manner. 
Our goal is not, for example, to reconstitute the past on its own terms but 
rather as histories that had futures, some realized, others not, but continu-
ing nevertheless up to the present. The spaces that we paint in this book 
are designed to be as real as possible through the lens of archaeology and 
historical research, because it is our common belief that history (as written 
by historians) does not always adequately create a picture embracing all the 
perspectives contributing to its composition. In this regard, this book seeks 
to accomplish something different, more connected to a present that involves 
long-standing conflict and struggle for a people whose lives are worth know-
ing, worth reflecting on, and worth retelling.
 The stories that we tell are drawn from several sources: archaeology, docu-
mentary research, and oral history, a suite of approaches commonly cap-
tured under the heading “historical archaeology” in North America. This 
field has traditionally covered the period since Europeans began colonizing 
what is today called the Americas. This weaving together of sources produces 
portraits that emphasize the material lives of people living in the past. Al-
though each of this book’s contributors brings a unique set of experiences 
and approaches to the histories we seek to tell, each of us believes that it 
is through the study of daily life that the deepest contours of the past are 
revealed. Everyday life, as we envision it, is lived out through daily, weekly, 
monthly, and yearly routines that rely upon a rich assemblage of material 
objects, including documents. Having been left behind by their users and 
others, these items are discovered in most instances in spatial contexts that 
vary in scale from individual households and their surroundings to regions 
and landscapes full of meaning for their inhabitants. These are the spaces 
through which life was (and is) lived. They are like a canvas on which life is 
layered with color and experience. While these spaces were and are being 
altered, renewed and changed by human hands and nature over the past 
several hundreds (and thousands) of years, they retain traces of sustained 
commitment to places that remain vibrant parts of contemporary life. There 
is no break between past and present in these places, despite some histories 
lost through time that are waiting to be rediscovered through the lens of 
historical archaeology.
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Lines of Inquiry

The particular approach that this book takes to explore these spaces is a richly 
collaborative historical archaeology. The outstanding strength in a historical 
archaeologists’ tool kit is the interdisciplinary approach brought to the study of 
the more recent past (since European contact). With a strong commitment to 
connecting past and present, historical archaeologists have access to a wealth 
of information by combining archaeology, documentary research, and oral 
testimony, for example. In the academic world each of these lines of inquiry 
has a particular label that sets it apart from other forms of evidence. This is 
particularly true for the various forms of written or oral testimony. Docu-
mentary evidence, for instance, involves a whole host of historical documents: 
wills; estate inventories; birth, marriage, and death records (vital records); 
town records; merchant account books; photographs; newspaper articles; and 
personal papers such as letters. These are called primary sources. Literature 
(historical accounts) was also written during the periods we examine and pro-
vides context for the research that historical archaeologists undertake. These 
would be secondary sources because they are drawn from primary sources and 
written by people who did not live during the period they wrote about.
 The locations of the documentary record (privately held, part of a pri-
vate institution such as a local historical society, or at courts, towns, cities, or 
churches) are often as important as the documents they house. For example, 
government archives often structure their holdings in a manner revealing 
biases that are part of deeper societal power dynamics. Keeping records by 
race is one example, which reveals how governments choose to classify their 
citizens, including those who do not share the same freedoms or privileges of 
others. This is part of the “othering” that is one of the most important topics 
that historical archaeologists examine. Institutionalized biases (such as those 
surrounding race) are just one example of how an archive serves both as a 
repository of records and at the same time as a reflection of how societies 
can be structured. These kinds of institutionalized divides exist in the aca-
demic world as well. Our work is one example of how those divisions are being 
disassembled.
 One example of this practice involves the label “ethnohistory.” Histori-
ans, archaeologists, and anthropologists have applied this term to the study 
of “non-Western” peoples (the “other”) in keeping with anthropology’s long-
standing focus on non-Western societies.2 In Europe, for example, the term 
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“anthropology” is not as common among academics: “sociology” is used to 
reference any study of cultural or social behavior. Over the past thirty years 
the discipline of anthropology has undergone an important shift in two ways, 
especially in North America. First, anthropologists have expanded their focus 
to include Western and non-Western peoples alike. More importantly, the field 
is recognizing its strong connections to a colonial past that involved using 
science to support and reinforce various forms of inequality; racial, gender, 
ethnic, and cultural inequalities are all examples. Documents related to in-
digenous peoples, for example, have been classified differently in ethnohis-
tory than those concerning “white folks.”3 It is important to acknowledge that 
documents describing or enumerating the lives of the “other,” whether defined 
by race, gender, ethnicity, or class, are often produced by people who are not 
part of these groups (that is, by the dominant society). Despite this, histo-
rians, archaeologists, and anthropologists are making tremendous progress 
in understanding their own biases and the biases of those who produced the 
archives that exist today, to the point where research is more productive on 
many levels. Not the least of these is the emphasis placed on the structure of 
the archive itself, as noted above. In many cases, documentary evidence once 
thought too biased to be of empirical value is now being examined for impor-
tant information concerning the lives of those living in the past.4

 Oral testimony is one example of how nonwritten forms of knowledge can 
be considered less valid than others. Oral history (told from experience or 
personal knowledge) and oral tradition (information passed down from pre-
vious generations) can take many forms, from formal stories maintained as 
a record of the past to folklore in a variety of forms (such as myths or every-
day stories) shared by members of a society. Oral testimony can be collected, 
transcribed, or recorded in several ways, including using digital technologies 
(such as sound or video recorders or even cell phones). Anthropologists, oral 
historians, and folklorists use oral testimony and uphold its veracity, especially 
as it relates to histories purposely maintained as a form of institutionalized 
memory. Despite this, legal systems often do not consider oral testimony as 
valid as written documentation.
 One example of this was the 2004 decision to deny federal recognition 
to the Nipmuc Nation by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). The tribe’s rec-
ognition was preliminarily approved in the final months of the Bill Clinton 
administration (January 2001) then reversed under the George W. Bush ad-
ministration a few months later (October 2001), with a final determination 


