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Why was captivity part of the American frontier experience, and how did its meaning vary? 
As you read the following documents about captivity in early America, consider why Euro-Americans, 
specifically men and women, discuss their experiences and observations differently. Use the “Questions for 
Analysis” to guide your reading and responses.  
 
Background 
 

In early America, indigenous communities often took captives while at war— first with 
each other and later with Euro-Americans as well. These captives were brought back to 
indigenous communities where they were handed over to families who had lost relatives either 
in battle or from natural causes, like disease. Once in the hands of these families, which were 
often led by women, captives were subjected to one of two fates: death by the hands of grieving 
family members or adoption to replace the lost relative.  

While each indigenous community was unique and had its own customs, beliefs, etc., the 
practice of torturing or adopting captives was quite common. The historical record contains 
many such cases and the practice has also received scholarly attention by historians like Theda 
Perdue, who addressed captivity amongst the Cherokee, and Christina Snyder, who wrote in 
detail about the significance of the adoption ceremonies across indigenous communities.  
 
Document A: The History of the American Indians (1775) 
 

It has been long too feelingly known, that instead of observing the generous and 
hospitable part of the laws of war, and saving the unfortunate who fall into their power, that 
they generally devote their captives to death, with the most agonizing tortures. No 
representation can possibly be given, so shocking to humanity, as their unmerciful method of 
tormenting their devoted prisoner; and as it is so contrary to the standard of the rest of the 
known world, I shall relate the circumstances so far as to convey proper information thereof to 
the reader… 

They are condemned, and tied to the dreadful stake, one at a time. The victors first strip 
their miserable captives quite naked… Then they know their doom—deep black, and burning 
fire, are fixed seals of their death-warrant. Their punishment is always left to the women… Each 
of [the women] prepares for the dreadful rejoicing, a long bundle of dry canes, or the heart of fat 
pitch-pine, and as the victims are led to the stake, the women and their young ones beat them 
with these in a most barbarous manner.  

The women make a furious onset with their burning torches: his pain is so excruciating, 
that he rushes out from the pole… Then they pour over him a quantity of cold water, and allow 
him proper time of respite till his spirits recover, and he is capable of suffering new tortures… 
Now they scalp him… and carry off all the exterior branches of the body in shameful, and savage 
triumph.  

This is the most favourable treatment their devoted captives receive: it would be too shocking to 
humanity either to give, or peruse, every particular of their conduct in such doleful tragedies—
nothing can equal these scenes. 
 
Adair, James. The History of the American Indians. United Kingdom: E. & C. Dilly, 1775.	  
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Who wrote this “history” of the American Indians? Are they American Indian?  What 

biases may they have? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Why does Adair say that a slow, painful death is “the most favourable treatment their 
devoted captives receive”? Is this true? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Based on this document, why was captivity part of the American frontier 
experience, and how did its meaning vary? 
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Document B: A Narrative of the Captivity of Mrs. Johnson 
 

In justice to the Indians, I ought to remark, that they never treated me with cruelty to a 
wanton degree; few people have survived a situation like mine, and few have fallen into the 
hands of savages disposed to more lenity and patience. Modesty has ever been a characteristic of 
every savage tribe; a truth which my whole family will join to corroborate, to the extent of their 
knowledge. As they are aptly called the children of nature, those who have profited by 
refinement and education, ought to abate part of the prejudice, which prompts them to look with 
an eye of censure on this untutored race. Can it be said of civilized conquerors, that they, in the 
main, are willing to share with their prisoners, the last ration of food, when famine stares them 
in the face? Do they ever adopt an enemy, and salute him by the tender name of brother? And I 
am justified in doubting, whether if I had fallen into the hands of French soldiery, so much 
assiduity would have been shewn to preserve my life. 
 
Johnson, Mrs., John Curtis Chamberlain, and David Carlisle. A Narrative of the Captivity of Mrs. 

Johnson.: Containing an Account of Her Sufferings, During Four Years with the Indians and 
French. Published According to Act of Congress. Printed at Walpole, New Hampshire: by David 
Carlisle, Jun, 1796. 

 
Document C: The Life of Mary Jemison 
 

It was my happy lot to be accepted for adoption; and at the time of the ceremony I was 
received by the two squaws, to supply the place of their brother in the family; and I was ever 
considered and treated by them as a real sister, the same as though I had been born of their 
mother.  

 
During my adoption, I sat motionless, nearly terrified to death at the appearance and 

actions of the company, expecting every moment to feel their vengeance, and suffer death on the 
spot. I was, however, happily disappointed, when at the close of the ceremony the company 
retired, and my sisters went about employing every means for my consolation and comfort. 
 

My sisters were diligent in teaching me their language; and to their great satisfaction I 
soon learned so that I could understand it readily, and speak it fluently. I was very fortunate in 
falling into their hands; for they were kind good natured women; peaceable and mild in their 
dispositions; temperate and decent in their habits, and very tender and gentle towards me. 
 
Seaver, James E. A Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemison .. New York: Corinth Books, 1961. 
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Questions for Analysis 
3. How does Mrs. Johnson describe her treatment under the Indians? Does she think she 

would be treated better by fellow Euro-Americans (like the French)?  
 
 
 
 

4. How does Mary Jemison describe her acceptance by and life among her adoptive family?  
 
 
 
 

5. How do the stories of Mrs. Johnson and Mary Jemison contrast Adair’s account? Why 
might their perspectives be different? 

 
 
 
 

 
Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, why was captivity part of the American frontier 
experience, and how did its meaning vary? 
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Document D: A Letter From Benjamin Franklin to Peter Collinson 
When white persons of either sex have been taken prisoners young by the Indians, and 

lived a while among them, tho’ ransomed by their Friends, and treated with all imaginable 
tenderness to prevail with them to stay among the English, yet in a Short time they become 
disgusted with our manner of life, and the care and pains that are necessary to support it, and 
take the first good Opportunity of escaping again into the Woods, from whence there is no 
reclaiming them. 
 
Benjamin Franklin, “From Benjamin Franklin to Peter Collinson, 9 May 1753,” May 9, 1753, Founders 

Online, National Archives, Accessed 20 May 2022, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-04-02-0173. 

 
Document E: The Indians Delivering up the English Captives to Colonel Bouquet 

 

Canot, Pierre Charles, Engraver, and Benjamin West. The Indians delivering up the English captives to 
Colonel Bouquet near his camp at the forks of Muskingum in North America in Novr./ B. West 



7 
Matthew Cerjak 

Dr. Camilla Townsend 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

invt. ; Canot sculp. , 1766. [Philadelphia: William Smith] Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2012647230/. 

 
Questions for Analysis 

6. What does Benjamin Franklin say about captives who have been ransomed and returned 
to Euro-American society?  

 
 
 
 

7. Do the captives in the illustration appear to want to return to Euro-American society? 
Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 

8. Why might Euro-Americans, and specifically women, prefer to live among the Indians? Is 
this a problem for Euro-Americans? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, why was captivity part of the American frontier 
experience, and how did its meaning vary? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


