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Series Editors’ Introduction

'This volume expands the scope and method of this series, Critical
Studies in the History of Anthropology, dealing with World War
IT legacies of race, class, and ethnicity by engaging with Native
American materials especially through the work of Franz Boas and
Americanist anthropology’s critique of scientific racism and eugenics.
Estabrook and Davenport’s “flawed” eugenic ideology and methodol-
ogy appeared in 1912, a year after The Mind of Primitive Man, Boas’s
seminal demonstration of plasticity through generational change in
head form in immigrants. The unquestioned biases of the eugenicist
arguments were powerful at the time and persist today. Jarvenpa
provides a counter to the stability of racial types by examining so-
called “mixed” races in historic and ethnohistoric detail and showing
how the distortions of eugenic science masked the persistence of
indigenous identities, a critical issue for indigenous communities
today. The Nam peoples of upper New York State provide a case
study later taken incorrectly at face value—the revisionist scholarship
is highly significant.

Although Boas argued that family line data were crucial to defining
racial types, his data were largely quantitative. Jarvenpa, in con-
trast, creates a narrative based on a particular historical and cultural
context in the larger history of America. The perceived dangers of
miscegenation underwrote categorizing successive generations in
this community as mentally defective and rationalized sterilization
as a progressive solution. This narrative showcases how the dire
consequences of eugenicists’ racial purity arguments confused the
distinction between culture and biology and functioned to preserve
existing white power structures.

xi



Much contemporary Native American literature on cultural
hybridity fails to consider the base of racist arguments in biology.
Given recent developments in epigenetics, reexamination is urgently
needed, and this volume stands as an exemplary text impelling
that process.

Regna Darnell
Stephen O. Murray
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Introduction

The Menace in the Hollow

From it families have gone to Minnesota and other points in the
West and there formed new centers of degeneration. Harlots go forth
from there and become prostitutes in our great cities. The tendency to
larceny, burglary, arson, assault, and murder have gone, with the wan-
dering bodies in which they are incorporated, throughout the state
and to great cities like New York. Nam Hollow is a social pest spot
whose virus cannot be confined to its own limits. No state can afford
to neglect such a breeding center of feeble-mindedness, alcoholism,
sex-immorality, and infanticide as we have here. A rotten apple can
infect the whole barrel of fruit.

—ARTHUR ESTABROOK AND CHARLES DAVENPORT, The Nam Family

With these alarming words, Arthur H. Estabrook and Charles B. Dav-
enport concluded their 1912 monograph, Tbe Nam Family: A Study in
Cacogenics. Based upon their investigations of an obscure rural community
in upstate New York, the authors were not simply indicting the people of
Nam Hollow for their objectionable behaviors. They were going a step
turther to claim that their alleged indolence, feeblemindedness, sexual
promiscuity, drunkenness, and criminality were biologically inherited.
Degeneracy, in their view, was a product of “cacogenics,”a term they bor-
rowed from E. E. Southard to denote bad genes or, in the parlance of that
time, defective “germ plasm.”" Estabrook and Davenport’s sensational
language conjured a chilling portrait of depraved people reproducing
themselves generation after generation, growing exponentially from a
tew founding families into hundreds and thousands of mental defectives
and criminals. Like a plague of vermin erupting from some dark burrow,



Nam Hollow posed a threat to the larger society. If gone unchecked, such
people would become an undue burden upon society as they continued
to spread their bad germ plasm into the general population.

A central argument of the present book is that key ancestors of the
pseudonymic Nam (“Man” spelled backwards) were Native Americans
in eighteenth-century western New England struggling to retain their
lands in the face of relentless incursions of European settlers. By the
early nineteenth century some of them had fled from the turmoil of that
frontier to make a new life in Washington County, New York, where
they intermarried with other pioneering families. A century later these
people came to the attention of Estabrook and Davenport, who were
leading proponents of the fledgling field of eugenics.

This book is an exercise in historical anthropology. Who were the
pseudonymic Nam of Nam Hollow? How did they become the object,
or target, of eugenics research? Was Nam Hollow really a community of
genetic defectives? Or was it an enclave of poor, marginalized mixed-race
people making do with scarce resources during an era of tumultuous
political and economic change? As criminologist Nicole Rafter notes,
the eugenicists of the early 19oos gravitated toward studies of rural
pariah enclaves or outcaste communities.” Many of these contained
tamilies of bi-racial and tri-racial ancestry who were shunned by the
surrounding society, thus exacerbating their geographical isolation and
enclavement. Nonetheless, their poverty was invariably construed by
eugenicists as inbred degeneracy, not marginalization or oppression by
others. This interpretation naturalized poverty and the American class
structure, providing a comforting biological explanation for why some
enjoyed wealth and privilege and others did not. Since Nam Hollow
fit the profile of rural isolation, poverty, and mixed racial heritage, it is
not surprising that Estabrook and Davenport eventually placed it in
the crosshairs of their eugenics agenda.

Included in the evidence these authors presented for Nam back-
wardness and degeneracy were rude dwellings, hunting and fishing
livelihoods, basketmaking, wandering, clannishness, reciprocity, and
intermarriage between close relatives, among other things. Rather than
products of genetic decay, however, these were more plausibly Native
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American cultural patterns, some of which were creatively fused with
the knowledge and practices of rural whites among whom they lived
and intermarried. What was purported to be criminal, degenerate,
and cacogenic behavior, in many instances, was a failure to conform
to white middle-class sensibilities of the day. As we will argue, Esta-
brook and Davenport’s genre of eugenics echoed many of the fears
and class prejudices of the American public and, perhaps unwittingly,
contributed to the further stigmatization of one of the least known
sectors of the Native American community: the admixed, or mixed-
race, communities of the East.

This is a story with several facets. On the one hand, it is about the fate
of Native Americans on the eastern colonial frontier, how they became
alienated from their ancestral lands, displaced and dislocated, only to
become “hidden” or submerged from public view as they intermarried
with European Americans and others. It is also the story of scientific,
or pseudoscientific, zealotry. This involved, on the one hand, ignorance
or misunderstanding of persisting Native American behaviors and insti-
tutions, and on the other, mischaracterization of coping strategies of
the rural poor generally as genetic defectiveness. Ultimately it is a story
about the convolutions and contradictions of race and class in America.
How and why are people judged as fit or unfit, worthy or unworthy,
as human beings and citizens? And to what extent will the scientific
establishment compromise its integrity in rendering such judgments?

In approaching this research, I have been mindful of the contributions
of those scholars who have demonstrated the value of understanding
culture as a product of history. This theme has ebbed and flowed in
American anthropology since its infancy as a profession. Pioneering
figures like Franz Boas, and many of his students, are remembered
today as “historical particularists” because they attempted to explain the
uniqueness of cultures in terms of their particular pasts.® Later critics felt
that the emphasis upon idiosyncratic culture histories left little room for
cross-cultural comparison or for discovering general cultural processes. By
examining the asymmetries of power embedded in relations of race, class,
gender, ethnicity, and colonialism, much recent scholarship in historical
anthropology strikes a balance between revealing the empirical facts of
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history, on the one hand, and interpreting this history in terms of global
interconnections and broad social and cultural processes, on the other.

Eric Wolf’s 1982 landmark Europe and the People without History
has been especially influential in this regard.* Wolf demonstrates how
most of the peoples and societies colonized by the West over the past
six centuries were rendered invisible, and therefore of negligible worth,
by standard histories that rationalized and mythologized the posi-
tion of the colonizers and the commercial and industrial elite. Ear-
lier global theories of capitalist history, such as André Gunder Frank’s
development-underdevelopment framework and Immanuel Wallerstein’s
world-systems theory, emphasized the European core societies or “devel-
oped” sector without examining in depth the myriad tribal and peasant
peoples, nascent communities, and new forms of labor constituting
the underdeveloped periphery.” Heeding Wolf’s example, then, there
is a need to recapture or reclaim subaltern cultural histories by a more
rigorous and critical reading of the colonial documents and tracts and
by engaging local people in a collective deciphering of their past lives.
In a sense, the Nam may be regarded as a colonized minority within
their own country. A key goal of this book is to deconstruct Estabrook
and Davenport’s narrative, to probe beneath its dehumanizing cant of
cacogenics to discover a real people and their actual historical experience.

The arguments and evidence in this book are arranged in the following
chapters. Chapter 1 examines the role of Native American communities,
particularly mixed-race enclaves, in the rise of the eugenics profession.
The discussion begins with some personal history clarifying the cir-
cumstances that led me to archival materials on the Nam and a critical
reevaluation of Estabrook and Davenport’s original study. The complex
situations of tri-racial and bi-racial isolates in the eastern United States
and particularly in New York are considered as a context for under-
standing the cultural and historical position of the Nam. At the same
time, Estabrook and Davenport’s work is situated as an integral part of
the eugenics profession and movement that flourished during an era of
Progressive politics in the early twentieth century and which targeted
poor rural outcaste communities of mixed-race ancestry.

The ethnogenesis of the Nam people is traced in chapter 2 to displaced
mixed-race Mohicans, the Van Guilders, from the western Massachu-
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setts frontier of the eighteenth century. Historical and ethnohistor-
ical sources reveal that a border war and class war between wealthy
manorial landholders in New York and the Stockbridge Mohicans of
nearby Massachusetts resulted in loss of lands and out-migration of
the indigenous population, including many descendants of John Van
Guilder and Mary Karner who eventually found their way northward
to Washington County, New York.

Chapter 3 explores the multifaceted economic and cultural milieu of
nineteenth-century Washington County, which became the new home-
land of the Van Guilders. In the aftermath of the Revolutionary War,
the Van Guilders were part of a complex movement of many cultural
groups into this region, including refugee Podunk, Tunxis, and Mohegan
Indians from southern New England, newly freed African Americans
trom New York and surrounding states, white settlers from Connecticut
and Massachusetts, and emigrants from Scotland. In this burgeoning
frontier of agrarian capitalism, some pioneering landholders prospered
from successive waves of sheep raising, potato farming, and dairy pro-
duction, while others, including many Van Guilders, experienced growing
poverty and social marginalization throughout the nineteenth century.

The transition from independent farmers and landowners to a landless
laboring class paralleled the Van Guilders’ ostracism over time as an
outcaste community, or what became known as Guilder Hollow. This
process is examined in detail in chapter 4. Analysis of agricultural and
economic data from the New York State Census reveals that successive
generations of Van Guilders scaled down, sold, or otherwise lost former
farmland hastening their transformation from self-sufficient farming
families in the early 1800s to a community of poorly paid farmhands,
day laborers, and mill workers by the early 19oos. Despite their growing
poverty, it appears that comparatively few Van Guilders were paupers
supported by town or county governments. Rather, they adapted to
scarcity by sharing their limited resources with networks of relatives
while falling back upon historically and culturally familiar livelihood
strategies such as hunting and fishing, small-scale horticulture, plant
gathering, basketmaking, and peddling.

Chapter 5 discusses Estabrook and Davenport’s background and
training and how they made Guilder Hollow, and the Van Guilders, the
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target of one of the earliest eugenics family studies, 7be Nam Family.
Estabrook’s archival papers reveal the seven original Van Guilder siblings
who migrated to Washington County as well as key early families with
whom they intermarried. Despite Estabrook and Davenport’s consid-
erable expertise in constructing genealogies, their research suftered
from heavy reliance on indirect hearsay testimony rather than direct
observation and assessment of the Van Guilders’ behavior. Ultimately,
their work was flawed by a relentless, if not reckless, pursuit of a cacog-
enic explanation for all behaviors deemed objectionable. In effect, their
narrative reporting style was lightly veiled condescension or revulsion at
the Van Guilders’ poverty and lifestyle, not a scientific demonstration
of inherited degeneracy.

Chapter 6 provides a more probing analysis or deconstruction of the
lexical and rhetorical strategies employed by the eugenicists. These, along
with other distortions of evidence, misrepresented and obfuscated the
Van Guilders’ Native American cultural background. These distortions or
elisions become apparent by examining how Estabrook and Davenport
treated such issues as hunting and fishing, wandering, basketmaking,
dwellings, marriage practices, and shyness. What were, in many cases,
indicators of indigenous cultural knowledge and practices, the eugen-
icists dismissed as a degenerate lifestyle produced by defective genes.

A deconstruction of the eugenicists’ language and arguments is
extended in chapter 7. If Estabrook and Davenport overlooked the Van
Guilders' Mohican ancestry and culture, they also failed to recognize the
social and political dynamics of their mixed-race outcaste status. “Bad
germ plasm”became the eugenicists’ catchall rationalization obscuring
what were, in actuality, poverty and social marginality. The troubled
situation of Civil War veterans, the struggles of the rural working poor,
the economic realities of prostitution, and the role of drinking in Guilder
Hollow society were largely social conditions governed by the politics
of class and race, not a matter of biology.

The Conclusion draws some lessons from the Nam study regarding
the persistent invocation of race and class in America as a means of
denying worth to some people while elevating others. There are also
lessons about the perils of promoting biologistic explanations of human
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behavior in the absence of serious historical and cultural inquiry. No less
significant, the Van Guilders may be seen as a microcosm of the myriad
outcaste communities throughout the eastern United States. Largely
unknown or misunderstood by mainstream society, and obscured by
their mixed-race origins and cultural hybridity, these people are the
“hidden Native Americans.”

Introduction 7






Native Americans and Eugenics

‘They are an obscure people in American life and many of them would

prefer to remain unnoticed because they are keepers of secrets.

—B. EUGENE GRIESSMAN, “The American Isolates”

A Trail of Names: From Jukes to Nam

Before looking more closely at the Nam case, it will be useful to review
what is known about so-called tri-racial and bi-racial isolates, or mixed-
race peoples, in the eastern United States and how they became impli-
cated in early eugenics investigations. It will be useful to share some
personal history to explain what initially attracted me to these issues
nearly forty years ago.

In 1973, joined the State University of New York at Albany as a young
anthropology professor, having recently completed a year’s ethnographic
fieldwork among Chipewyan Indian communities in northern Canada.
These were Athapaskan- or Dene-speaking people who still made a
living hunting, trapping, and fishing over a vast subarctic landscape of
boreal forest, muskeg, rivers, and labyrinthine lakes. Although they had
been dealing with fur traders and other European agents for nearly two
hundred years, there were still very few whites in Chipewyan country.
The subarctic had remained a resource extraction frontier for colonial
powers, not a place to settle. While most of the communities I worked
in were largely Chipewyan, these people had occasional interactions
with their Western Woods Cree neighbors to the south.’

Another part of the ethnic-cultural mix in this region were the Métis,
or Métis Cree, people of mixed ancestry who often derived from unions
between Cree women and French Canadian fur-trade workers in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Métis became a rather cohesive



rudimentary working class in the fur-trade industry and, thereby, served
as a link between Indian hunting bands and the European managerial
class.? In Canada generally, the Métis developed a distinctive hybrid
culture and separate identity, a nonconformist blend of Indian “reticence”
and Gallic joie de vivre.> Under the impact of white agricultural settle-
ment in the mid- to late nineteenth century, the Métis of the Canadian
plains coalesced into a nationalistic movement that culminated under
the leadership of Louis Riel.*

The case of the Canadian Métis is significant because it contrasts
sharply with the situation of mixed-race Native peoples in the eastern
United States. As I would discover, most mixed-race peoples in the
eastern states did not develop distinctive vibrant hybrid cultures and
identities. Rather, the Native American or African American compo-
nent of these admixed peoples often remained hidden or submerged
while they suffered the stigma of being miscegenated and, therefore, not
“pure” representatives of any group. The contrast between the Canadian
and American experience of mixed-race people remained in the back
of my mind as I began developing and teaching courses on the history
of Indian-European relations in North America.

After moving to Albany, it seemed only fitting to learn something
about the Algonquian-speaking Mohican, the indigenous people of
the mid—Hudson River valley where I now lived. The word Mobican®
(also rendered as Mahican, Mahikan, and Mahikander) is derived from
the ethnonym Mubheakunnuk, translating approximately as “river that
flows both ways” in reference to the tidal properties of the Hudson
River. Hence, Mohican also meant “people of the tidal waters.”® At
one time their homeland extended from the southern portion of Lake
Champlain in the north to Catskill Creek and the northern edge of the
Catskill Mountains to the south. Their lands straddled both sides of the
Hudson, extending into the Berkshire highlands and the Housatonic
River valley to the east and as far as the Helderberg Mountains and the
middle section of Schoharie Creek to the west. Following Henry Hud-
son’s voyage into the region in 1609, the Mohican endured more than
two hundred years of turbulent interactions with Dutch, English, and
American colonial regimes, violent fur-trade-fueled conflicts with their
Mohawk Iroquois neighbors immediately to the west, and relocation
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to the mission community of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, in the 1730s.
Shortly thereafter followed the trauma of the French and Indian War
and the American Revolution, a complex series of removals and west-
ward migrations and, ultimately, relocation on the Stockbridge-Munsee
Reservation in Wisconsin territory in the mid-nineteenth century.”

While I found this history both spellbinding and depressing, a passage
in anthropologist Ted Brasser’s 1974 monograph, Riding on the Frontier’s
Crest, caught my attention. His monograph was one of the few, if not
only, syntheses of Mohican history and culture available at that time.®
Brasser noted that after the westward exodus of the Stockbridges (or
Stockbridge Mohican) in the early r780s, few Mohicans remained behind
in their original Hudson valley homeland. He noted, however, that some
remnant Mohican families generated several “Mestizo groups” (i.e.,
mixed-race or admixed groups), namely, the Van Guilders, Bushwackers,
and Jukes.” We will return to the Van Guilders and Bushwackers shortly,
but back in the 1970s I was fixated by the name Jukes.

By sheer coincidence, and as part of a side interest in criminology, I
had been reading Richard L. Dugdale’s classic 1877 study, “The Jukes™: A
Study in Crime, Pauperism, Disease, and Heredity. There was that distinctive
name again: Jukes. Dugdale’s work is often regarded as the earliest of
the eugenics family studies in America and, as such, served as a model
and inspiration for other investigations that would flourish between
the 1880s and 1920s. Dugdale, a sculptor and avocational sociologist,
was also a member of the Prison Association of New York. Building on
preliminary findings of the physician Elisha Harris, who had examined
inmate records from the county jails, Dugdale noticed blood ties among
prisoners from numerous families that could be traced back to a single
lineage. These inmates in an Ulster County jail became the focus of
his study exploring connections between criminality, pauperism, and
heredity. Dugdale’s pioneering work was not rigidly hereditarian and
left open the possibility of both heredity and environmental influences
contributing to the Jukes’ criminality.

Recently, the biochemist and cell biologist Elof Axel Carlson has
argued that “with a few exceptions, Dugdale claimed that what was
inherited was a bad environment rather than a bad physiology.”*® Ironi-
cally, this flexibility in thought was not adopted by most of the subsequent
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eugenicists, including Oscar McCulloch, whose 1888 study, 7he Tribe of
Ishmael: A Study in Social Degradation, was inspired by Dugdale’s work.

“Juke” or “Jukes” was presented as a pseudonym by Dugdale, but why
had he chosen such an unusual name?'! Had these inmates derived
trom one of the Mohican “Mestizo” or mixed-race groups mentioned
by Brasser? If so, using their actual surname would not have disguised
their identity. Another possibility is that the name Jukes had become a
generic derogatory epithet that was floating around in the argot of the
day and that Dugdale had picked up on it without appreciating its asso-
ciation with the actual Jukes of partial Mohican ancestry. As we will see,
eugenicists were prone to constructing rustic, vaguely shameful-sounding
fictitious names for their subjects, such as Dacks, Happy Hickories,
Smokey Pilgrims, Yaks, Rasps, and Nats, among others."> Whatever the
circumstances, Dugdale’s choice of the Jukes name is puzzling.

There is also a problem with Ulster County’s location just south of
traditional Mohican territory on the west side of the Hudson River.
This was originally the homeland of the northern Delaware or Munsee,
Algonquian-speaking people with whom the Mohican had close polit-
ical ties. By the nineteenth century most indigenous people in this area
had long since lost their lands and migrated westward, while remnants,
perhaps, moved about in search of work and to escape adversity. An
Ulster County jail in the 1870s might have held mixed-race inmates
whose ancestors had originated from any number of tribes in upstate
New York and western New England: Munsee, Mohican, Wappinger,
Mohawk, Oneida, and Abenaki, among others. Yet, as already noted,
if the Jukes of Mohican ancestry were actually part of Dugdale’s study,
it would have been illogical to use Jukes as a pseudonym. Herein lies
the conundrum.

An appended list of geographical locations in Brasser’s study presents
a further complication.” Here the Jukes are identified as a Mestizo
group “probably related to Wapping and Scaticook Indians” and living
in several localities in Dutchess County, New York from about 1850
to 1957. At first glance, this would seem to contradict his earlier char-
acterization of the Jukes as a mixed-race Mohican group. Dutchess
County, New York, lies on the east side of the Hudson River, opposite
Ulster County, and was part of the traditional territory of the Wapping
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or Wappingers, Algonquian-speaking Indians who were close allies
of the Mohicans. The Scaticook Indians, however, were an amalgam
of groups, largely Paugusset and Potatuck, but also Wyachtonok and
Stockbridges, who had gathered at a Moravian mission community
on the Housatonic River in northwestern Connecticut. The fact that
Stockbridge Indians were part of the mix at Scaticook may provide
a partial resolution to confusion about Jukes identity. That is, while
Mohicans were the predominant Indian group at Stockbridge, Mas-
sachusetts, that mission community also attracted people from other
tribes including the fore-mentioned Wyachtonok and Wappingers, as
well as Tunxi and other Connecticut River peoples.™

All of this attests to the volatility of the New York-New England
frontier throughout the colonial period and up through the Ameri-
can Revolution. Losses of indigenous lands and livelihoods kept the
Mohican and other Indian groups in a constant state of flux, uncer-
tainty, movement and retreat."® It is possible, then, that the Jukes were
a complex mixed-race people descended from European unions with
an array of Mohican and allied Hudson River Algonquian groups.
Even if this interpretation has merit, it does not clarify why Dugdale
selected Jukes, of all possibilities, as the pseudonym for his eugenics
study. Why not Smith or Jones?

Mixed-Race People and Native American Identity

The identity of most Native American people is anchored in a com-
bination of distinctive cultural traditions, bio-genetic or racial charac-
teristics, and social structural relationships, including membership in
legally defined tribes, bands, or First Nation groups. Indeed, the legal
aspect of identity is also a structural dilemma for federally recognized
or enrolled Indians in both the United States and Canada. That is,
their special federal status makes them politically subservient to the
state in a way that does not affect the general population or any other
racial-cultural minority.'®

Yet, there are hundreds of thousands of other U.S. and Canadian
citizens who have some Native American biological ancestry and a
sense of cultural separateness as Indians but who have no federal rec-
ognition and whose projected identity is regarded with ambivalence or
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hostility by whites and many Native Americans of legal status. Such
people have been termed “mixed-blood” or “mixed-race” groups, “tri-

” «

racial isolates,” “little races,” “racial islands,” and “marginal peoples” by
an earlier generation of social scientists, mostly in reference to eastern
U.S. communities which, since colonial times, have derived from real
or alleged admixture of Native American, African American, and white
or Euro-American populations.'” These include some relatively large,
publicly visible groups such as the Lumbees (formerly known as Cro-
atans) of North Carolina, as well as dozens of small rural enclaves such
as the Wesorts (or Brandywines) of Maryland, the Monacans (formerly
known as Issues) of Virginia, the Haliwa and Sampson County Indians
of North Carolina, and the Brass Ankles and Turks of South Carolina.'®

Yet other groups of this kind include the Carmel Indians of Ohio,
the Pooles of Pennsylvania, the Moors and Nanticokes of Delaware and
New Jersey, the Dominickers of Florida, the Red Bones and Sabines
of Louisiana, the Cajans and Creoles of Alabama and Mississippi,
the Guineas of West Virginia, and the Melungeons (or Ramps) of
Tennessee and Kentucky, among others.'” All told, there are nearly
seventy named groups for people living in roughly two hundred tri-
racial communities in the eastern United States. Calvin Beale esti-
mated that these people numbered about seventy-five thousand in
1950, and perhaps remained at the same level twenty years later in
1970.2° The process of ethnic emergence and identity management
currently unfolding among these people may well mark an important
new chapter in Indian—Euro-American relations.**

Mixed-race groups emerged across the eastern colonial frontier in
the eighteenth century, proliferated in the nineteenth century, and, in
some cases, declined or disintegrated by the mid-twentieth century.
Shunned by mainstream society, mixed-race peoples were relegated to less
desirable and less fertile lands in the mountainous recesses and hollows
of the Appalachians and other upland regions. Their enclavement was
reinforced by social ostracism, physical isolation, and, simultaneously, by
intermarriage within the community. Tri-racial groups, therefore, were
a distinctive “betwixt and between” social by-product of America’s birth
as a nation of privileged white landowners and power brokers. Held
in check for two centuries or more by the stigmata of miscegenation,
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pauperization, and outcaste lifestyles, some of these communities would
become low-hanging fruit for the eugenics profession in the early 1900s.

A.R.Dunlap and Clinton Weslager characterized the sociolinguistic
principles involved in naming the mixed-race groups. In effect, “social
pressure forced the adoption of names to distinguish the tri-racial from
bi-racial groups on the one hand, and from whites, Indians and Negroes
on the other hand.”? In the early stages of this process, family names
were often generalized or extended to encompass related people known
by many surnames, as in the case of the numerous and widely occurring
Chavises and Goins. Over time, however, more-inclusive terms with
derisive associations were often imposed by the socially and economically
dominant white community to signal their superiority over the admixed
groups. Hence, pejorative group names like Buckheads, Clay-Eaters,
and Guineas were born. Such people became aware of themselves as
“marginal groups,” or isolates, as they became objects of derogatory
epithets applied to them by the larger society.”®

This was driven home to me when I encountered a young man from
West Virginia who introduced himself to me not only as Native Amer-
ican but also of the Guinea Nigger tribe or community. Despite the
label’s pejorative origins, it was ingrained as part of this man’s identity.
Roger Daniels and Harry Kitano argue that the American “ideology
of race” is based on a rigid bi-polar model of white and non-white
categories, so that any degree of admixture is perceived as non-white,
and any degree of black admixture is perceived as black.** Paradoxically,
a reverse logic applies to Native American racial identity. Evidence of
a significant amount of “Indian blood” or blood quantum is needed
to validate one’s claims as a Native American, both in legal terms and
in public perception.”” Given the foregoing dynamics, the mixed-race
Indian groups generally have been treated as blacks by outsiders, so
that their history can be seen as a quest for a dignified image empha-
sizing descent from esteemed Indian ancestors replete with justifying
origin myths. Of relevance here is David Henige’s contention that the
origin traditions of mixed-race groups like the Guineas, Melungeons,
Lumbees, and Ramapos (or Jackson Whites) have been constructed
to accentuate Native American and European roots while dismissing
or diminishing black ancestral ties. Given the restrictive nature of seg-
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regation and miscegenation laws and limited opportunities for social
mobility among blacks, especially before the 1850s, such origin traditions
have a distinctly pragmatic quality.*®

'The dynamics are well illustrated by the “Monhegan Indians,”a pseud-
onym used by George Hicks and David Kertzer for a group in southern
New England. Since their defeat by colonists in the late seventeenth
century, these people have intermarried with whites and blacks. Since
the 1870s they have had no reservation, and without any distinctive lan-
guage, dress, or occupations to bound them from the larger society, they
have been perceived and treated as blacks. Contemporary Monhegan
identity, therefore, has a contingent quality as each individual strives to
assert his or her Indianness and have it validated. The most important
validation derives from local whites who witness “Indian” performances
and activities, such as powwows, and from other Monhegans who can
reinforce genealogical claims to Indian ancestry.*”

Complicating matters is the fact that many mixed-race groups adopted
Christianity, English speech, and other external indicators of European
culture, including the bestowal of European surnames to children.?®
Pressure from the surrounding society to regard such people as non-
Indians, or even fraudulent Indians, can be great, regardless of their
complex multicultural histories and often distinctive hybridic traditions.

Identity management in this situation involves an attempt to restruc-
ture the rigid bi-polar model of white and non-white categories, to
include the third category of “Indian,” on the one hand, and to have
certain individuals accepted or rejected from the new category, on the
other hand.”” Some large, publicly visible groups, like the Lumbees of
North Carolina and the Monacans of Virginia, have achieved, or are
close to achieving, official state and federal recognition as tribes after
long histories of asserting their indigenous ancestries.*® Even some
smaller, less prominent groups, like the Schaghticoke (also known as
Scaticook and Pachgatgoch) of northwestern Connecticut, have come
close to attaining federal tribal status in recent years.*! Yet, numerous
other communities and enclaves have not gained such acknowledg-
ment. Many admixed people continue to endure stigmatization by
non-Indians as poor whites, Mexicans or Hispanics, people of color,
or even as blacks masquerading as Indians.*
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Whether or not particular admixed peoples should be interpreted
as interest groups, revitalizing aboriginal societies, or some other social
process may be clarified in the years ahead as more of these commu-
nities present legal claims for acknowledgment or recognition before
the federal government. “Acknowledgment” itself has to be situated
in the political economy of the times. During periods of conservative
spending on social programs, any revenues distributed to newly created
tribes can be seen by mainstream society, and certainly by the federal
government, as a strain on the federal budget or as money taken from
already established tribes. Also, there may be fears at the local community
level that acknowledgment of new tribes will erode the local tax base
or otherwise have a negative impact on access to land, real estate, and
other resources for non-Indians.*

Mixed-Race Groups in New York

By the mid-twentieth century, dozens of admixed communities or iso-
lates in the eastern United States had been identified by anthropol-
ogists, geographers, and sociologists. Many of these were located in
the mid-Atlantic states and the Deep South, as illustrated by Edward
Price’s pioneering geographical study and by William Harlen Gilbert’s
sociological survey.>* The sociologist Brewton Berry’s 1963 classic, Almost
White, surveyed many of the same groups and family clusters discussed
by Price while providing a perceptive social and political analysis of the
phenomenon of mixed-blood groups as a whole.*® In Berry’s view, their
very existence belied the pervasive mythology of Native Americans as a
“vanishing race.” More recently, Virginia DeMarce provides a genealo-
gist’s perspective on grappling with the welter of family names associated
with tri-racial peoples in the Upper South. In her view, genealogy is a
means of understanding migration patterns through time and, hence,
the origins and history of the various groups.* This is indeed a welcome
trend, since much literature on isolate communities lacks robust historical
analysis that might reveal both commonalities and differences in their
ethnogenesis and subsequent development.

Despite the heavy concentration of mixed-race groups in the South,
Price, Berry, Brasser and others identified several such communities in
New York State:
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1. Jackson Whites (also known as Ramapos). In the Ramapo

4.

Mountains of Orange and Rockland Counties, New York and
adjacent northeastern New Jersey.””

.Honies. In Schoharie County, New York.*®
. Slaughters or Sloughters. In the mountainous area west of

Schoharie Creek between Middleburgh and Watsonville,
including Slaughter Hill, in Schoharie County, New York, circa
1800-1947. Perhaps derived from the Indians of Wilderhook
circa 1730, who were likely Catskill Mahican and/or Esopus.*’
Clappers. In the Clapper Hollow area of southwestern Scho-
harie County, New York.*

5. Arabs. Near Summit in southwestern Schoharie County,

6.

New York.*

Bushwackers or Bushwhackers (also known as Pondshiners
and Basketmakers). In the West Taghkanic area of Columbia
County, New York.*

7. Jukes. In the Dover Furnace, Murphy, and Sullivan areas of

Dutchess County. Probably related to Wapping and Scaticook.*”

8. Van Guilders (also known as Bonackers). In Washington and

Rensselaer Counties, New York, and adjacent Rutland County,
Vermont. Appear to have come from western Massachusetts and

perhaps related to the Stockbridge Mestizo family Van Gelden.

In Rensselaer County circa 1800-1920.*

With the exception of the Jackson Whites (or Ramapos), very little
is known about the New York mixed-race peoples beyond the brief

comments noted above.* We have a sense of their locations, the prob-
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able Indian groups involved in the admixtures, and, in some cases, a
time frame for the occurrence of the communities. However, in the
absence of systematic studies, much of this information is speculative.
For example, the years 1800 to 1947 provided by Brasser for the existence
of the Slaughter enclave are questionable. Descendant Slaughter families
persist today in the Line Creek valley southwest of Middleburgh.* There
may have been other groups of this kind in New York State, but these
never endured long enough to be noticed by historians and ethnologists.
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As in rural America generally, there was an erosion of the mixed-race
communities in New York after World War II when greater freedom of
movement prompted migration to cities and increased outmarriage.*’
However, this does not mean that the communities suddenly vanished
in 1920 or 1947, as Brasser’s abrupt dates for the Van Guilders and
Slaughters imply. Even with the out-migration of individuals, some
families and kin networks may have retained a presence in long-occupied
localities. Moreover, the identities and collective memories of particular
admixed peoples may have remained among descendants long after the
physical manifestations of former enclave settlements had been altered
or erased. In my view, there will be an intellectual payoft for keeping an
open mind on these issues.

To narrow the discussion, then, there have been at least four mixed-
race isolates in New York with some putative Mohican ancestry: the
Slaughters, the Bushwackers, the Jukes, and the Van Guilders. Why
the Van Guilders in particular rose to the top of my research agenda
is addressed next.

The Nam—Van Guilder Connection

Fast-forward to 1986. Over the previous decade I had been immersed
in research projects in Chipewyan and Cree communities in northern
Canada and among subarctic farmers in northern Finland. Questions
about the Mohicans and Jukes were set aside. Then one day I walked into
the M. E. Grenander Department of Special Collections and Archives of
the University Library at suny—Albany. I was not looking for anything
in particular but getting a sense of what the archives held. Scanning
across the catalog, my eyes stopped on the title “Collected Papers of Dr.
Arthur H. Estabrook.” I had not encountered that name before, but on
a hunch I asked to see the material.

Several large boxes of folders were delivered to my table. For me,
opening those boxes was like finding the Rosetta stone. It quickly became
apparent that Estabrook was a prominent early eugenics researcher.
Here were numerous papers, handwritten and typed notes, publication
drafts, and correspondence pertaining to his work on “racial integrity,”
intelligence, criminality, sterilization of the mentally defective, venereal
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disease campaigns in New York City, crippled children in Buffalo and
Erie, and his work with Ivan E. McDougle on the mixed-race “Win
tribe” of Virginia.

There was also unpublished material on the Jukes. Estabrook had
augmented Dugdale’s original data to prepare an updated study, Zhe
Jukes in 1915. There was an eighty-eight-page listing of people by their
actual names, along with vital statistics, places of residence, and character
profiles. The names were numerically coded and cross-referenced with
a genealogical chart. I quickly scanned the list for any surnames with
Mohican or other Native American associations. While nothing stood
out, my time in the archives was limited on that day. Among other
pressing matters, [ was preparing to leave for a year in the anthropology
department at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks.

In subsequent years, the genealogical records in the Estabrook collec-
tion grew in significance for researchers. An Ulster County poorhouse
graveyard and associated documents were discovered in New Paltz, New
York, in 2001. Included among the twenty-three hundred unmarked
graves were some attributed to members of the pseudonymic Jukes
family. Among the graveyard surnames that could be cross-referenced
with Estabrook’s Jukes data list were Bank, Bush, Clearwater, DuBois,
Miller, Plough, and Sloughter.*®

Sloughter. Here was the surname associated with one of the mixed-race
enclaves of Schoharie County, the people Brasser identified as deriving
trom Catskill Mohicans and/or Esopus Indians, the latter a local band of
the Munsee. Arguably, this is the first unambiguous historical evidence
that the Jukes of Richard Dugdale’s study were a mixed-race people with
possible Mohican ancestry. Moreover, the starting point of Dugdale’s
Jukes family, “Max the founder,” has been identified as Max Keyser.
Although this man’s antecedents are unknown, he may be connected
to Dirck Corneliesen Keyser, an early Dutch settler who built the first
house in Rosendale, New York, in 1680. Of greater interest is the fact
that Max’s daughter Ada, born around 1755 and first characterized by
Elisha Harris as “Margaret, the Mother of Criminals,” was actually
named Margaret Robinson Sloughter. Her husband, Lem, therefore,
was presumably a Sloughter. The Estabrook data list is circumspect on
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the latter point but does note that Lem was reputedly an illegitimate
descendant of an unnamed colonial governor of New York.*’

In this regard, it is worth noting that some local historians from
Schoharie County have traced the use of the name “Sloughter” as a
pejorative epithet back to a colonial governor of Manhattan under
Dutch rule. Allegedly, while drunk, Governor Sloughter accepted a
bribe and surrendered Manhattan to the British without resistance. This
apocryphal story does not square with historical reality, since Henry
Sloughter served briefly in 1691 as the royal governor under British rule,
the Dutch having surrendered New York decades earlier in 1664. The
preceding British-appointed governor, Jacob Leisler, was condemned
to death for having championed popular protest, including the cause of
Dutch artisans, against corrupt merchant-landlords and the ruling oli-
garchy. Sloughter may well have been intoxicated while signing Leisler’s
death warrant.” These facts notwithstanding, according to Schoharie
legend Sloughter’s behavior was widely abhorred by Dutch settlers
throughout New York, and thereby the name “Sloughter” became a
generic term of condemnation for individuals of duplicitous, licentious,
depraved character, including the proclivity to “miscegenate with negro
wenches.”! Such myth-histories provide clues regarding the outcaste
status of the Sloughters while shedding little light on the specific ori-
gins and development of this mixed-race enclave. More ethnohistorical
research is in order.*?

For me, the piéce de résistance in the Estabrook collection was the
material on the Nam family. It was the first time I had heard of these
people. There were extensive handwritten notes and typed genealogical
lists and codes—in essence, the raw materials for constructing a eugenic
analysis. Included in the files was a copy of Estabrook and Davenport’s
1912 publication, The Nam Family: A Study in Cacogenics. 1 was hooked
by the opening paragraph on the second page:

In 760 there lived in the mountains of Massachusetts, a set of people
called Nam, descended from the union of a roving Dutchman, who
had wandered there from the Hudson Valley, and an Indian princess.
These people were wealthy in land, having inherited it from their
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Indian ancestors. They were spoken of in an old history as “vagabonds,
half farmers, half fishermen and hunters, and who, on their occasional
visits to the settlements, were apt to fall into temptation and rum.”
Among these people was one named Joseph Nam, who had eight
children. Five of these eight children left Massachusetts about 1800
and migrated to New York State. Their departure was due to land
troubles and petty quarrels with their neighbors. One of these five
bought a farm of 160 acres at the place marked N.H., ...and that
immediate region is still called “Nam Hollow,” as his descendants are
still living on or near the original tract of land. Another settled at S.,
a most unproductive part of the mountains. The others were nomads,
and they moved as they listed, here and there; but the majority finally
settled near Nam Hollow.

As this history unfurled my curiosity only grew:

As time went on, some, who were industrious, prospered. The descen-
dants of these count among their members many prominent men
in the communities nearby. The majority, however, were ignorant,
unintelligent, indolent, and alcoholic, and did not improve their cir-
cumstances. These were mainly farm laborers or wood-choppers, and
as they worked only when the mood oertook them, they remained
poor. Their children did not attend school, and thereby grew up more
ignorant than their parents, and in an environment where intem-
perance and harlotry were the leading evils. These became more and
more separated from the better class of people living in the valleys,
while the unproductiveness of their land among the rocky hills aided
in their isolation.

Despite passing reference to an “Indian princess” as part of the found-
ing pair of the Nam people and what would appear to be a mixed-race
community at Nam Hollow, Estabrook and Davenport were silent on
matters of racial categories and identities in the rest of their study. I
found this perplexing. Were people suppressing their indigenous identity
and “passing” as white? That was certainly a possibility at a time when
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mixed-race people of white and Indian ancestry were greeted with
scorn as “half-breeds” or “breeds.” Or was the story about an Indian
princess fanciful?

After searching through the notes and lists accompanying the pub-
lished report, I encountered a typewritten “Key to the Nam Family,” an
unpublished roster of the actual names of the individuals in the Nam
study. The twenty-seven-page list of single-spaced entries accounted for
nearly two thousand individuals spanning eight generations extending
back to the late eighteenth century. At the head of the list were a married
couple, Joseph Van Guilder and Mary Holly (“Molly”) Van Guilder
(née Winchell, daughter of David Winchell), who derived from South
Egremont, Massachusetts, and settled in what became known as Guilder
Hollow in Washington County, New York. Joseph was a direct descen-
dant of the Dutch rover and Indian princess in the foregoing account.
But the crucial information was the Van Guilder surname. As noted
previously, according to Brasser, “Van Guilder” was a surname associated
with one of several Mohican Mestizo or mixed-race groups remaining
in the mid—Hudson valley at the end of the eighteenth century.®®

Research projects in Alaska, Canada, Finland, Costa Rica, and western
Siberia kept me occupied for the next two and half decades. However,
the Van Guilders and the Nam were never far from my thoughts. When
I returned to the Special Collections and Archives in 2012, I picked up
the trail where I had left it more than two decades earlier. As I studied
these documents, my early impressions seemed to hold water. There
was a firm connection between admixed Mohicans and early eugenics
researchers. Estabrook and Davenport’s Nam people were the Van
Guilders. Fictitious Nam Hollow was Guilder Hollow. How did the
Van Guilders come to settle in this place, and what kinds of lives did
they lead? Were Estabrook and Davenport’s characterizations of the
community, the people’s behaviors, and the causes motivating them
valid? Addressing these questions will require a dissection and critical
analysis of the 7The Nam Family itself. However, some background and
context regarding eugenics as a profession and social movement will
be helpful in understanding the two researchers who would create the
myth of Nam Hollow.
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Fear of the Unfit: Eugenics and Cacogenics

Eugenics was born in England in the 1860s through the investigations
of Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin. His studies of the ped-
igrees of accomplished men—such as statesmen, judges, poets, and
scientists—led him to believe that human abilities were largely inherited.
He coined the term “eugenics” in his 1883 book, Inguiries into Human
Faculty, essentially to mean the improvement of the human race by
better breeding.”* Of course, selective breeding of livestock and cultigens
had been practiced by humans for thousands of years. Applying such
principles to human affairs, however, ultimately would have devastating
political consequences in the twentieth century. As Edwin Black argues
in War against the Weak, the eugenics movement spread from England
and gained steam in America, where “its efforts to create a super Nordic
race came to the attention of Adolf Hitler.” He continues:

It [eugenics] was conceived at the onset of the twentieth century and
implemented by America’s most powerful and learned men against the
nation’s most vulnerable and helpless. Eugenicists sought to method-
ically terminate all the racial and ethnic groups, and social classes,

they disliked or feared.”

In the United States, eugenics research proliferated under the direc-
tion of the Eugenics Record Office (Ero) in Cold Spring Harbor, Long
Island. Established in 1910, it was funded via the Carnegie Foundation by
Mrs. E. H. Harriman, widow of the Union Pacific Railroad magnate.*
Over the next decade this institution would sponsor a series of influ-
ential eugenics family studies. Its director was Charles B. Davenport,
the coauthor of the Nam study under scrutiny in this book. Arthur H.
Estabrook was one of his young protégés. As Nicole Rafter notes, the
ERO inverted eugenics’ (literally, of “good-genes”) initial emphasis on
propagation of desirable qualities or traits into research on “cacogen-
ics” (of “bad-genes”), or prevention of the propagation of undesirable,
pathological, or degenerate characteristics.”” Indeed, Zhe Nam Family:
A Study in Cacogenics made this explicit in its title.
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Most of the eugenics studies were written decades before the molec-
ular basis of inheritance was understood. It was not until 1953 that
Francis Crick and James Watson discovered the double-helix structure
of bNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) molecules, which form genes in the cell
nucleus. Since that time genetic research on all life-forms, including
humans, has advanced at a meteoric pace. In the early 19o0s, however,
the biochemical mechanisms of inheritance were unknown. That is why
eugenicists referred imprecisely to genes, or more commonly “germ
plasm,” as presumed or hypothesized cellular elements that transmitted
traits from parents to offspring.*®

Despite these limitations, there was a climate of optimism with the
rediscovery of Mendelian laws of heredity at this time.”® Gregor Mendel’s
work in the 1860s on “dominating” (or dominant) and “recessive” traits,
inherited in predictable ratios by oftspring, was based on experimentation
with over ten thousand cross-fertilized pea plants. However, Mendel
was demonstrating the inheritance of simple unit characteristics like
smooth versus wrinkled skin on pea pods. As we will see, there was a
serious methodological flaw in eugenics applications of Mendelian logic
to human affairs. Thus, while Davenport had done credible early work
on the heritability of human eye color, skin color, and hair color, his
interest in eugenics would take him into more problematic terrain.®
Namely, were complex phenomena such as indolence, poverty, and
criminality heritable unit traits?

Nicole Rafter provided a valuable service in reprinting eleven of the
early eugenics family studies in her 1988 book, White Trash. While The
Nam Family was not among them, Rafter’s introductory essay offers a
penetrating critique and overview of the logic and assumptions driving
the family studies as well as the political and economic climate in which
they flourished. Because much of her discussion has relevance for the
Nam case, it will be instructive to review some of her key contentions.

First, in choosing isolated rural enclaves as research sites, this genre of
literature developed a “confirmational image,” that of degenerate hillbilly
families living in impoverished squalor and reproducing more of their
kind. Even though the family studies offered a reassuring biological

explanation for inequalities and social classes, their general thrust was
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not social Darwinist. That is, they were concerned less with survival of
the fittest than with fear of the survival of the unfi.*" Indeed, concern
about the unfit was part of the intellectual and political climate in the
late nineteenth century. The influential zoologist and evolutionist David
Starr Jordan viewed parasitism in crabs as analogous to pauperism and
criminality in humans. Since these were all thought to be inherited
conditions, and hence immutable, public charity for the poor could be
rationalized as a wasted effort. As Jordan argued in a 1901 essay: “The
survival of the unfittest is the primal cause of the downfall of nations.”®?

Second, traits that appeared in more than one generation, includ-
ing complex social behaviors such as “harlotry” (or prostitution), were
assumed to be inherited. Personal defects, such as alcoholism, were
thought to be not only inherited but also the prime cause of social
problems rather than the structure of society. From a eugenics per-
spective, impoverished, criminal, and feebleminded people owed their
condition to heredity. A corollary was that genetic worth was equivalent
to social worth.®?

Third, the eugenics movement thrived in a climate of Progressive
politics in the early twentieth century. Responding to unprecedented
industrialization, urbanization, the rise of agribusiness, and the growth
of militant labor unions, Progressivism romanticized the simpler life
of the rural past.* Progressive reformers included an eclectic mix of
politicians, scientists, academics, journalists, settlement-house work-
ers, conservationists, prohibitionists, and birth-control advocates who
sought to rectify the problems of society. In this zeitgeist of reform,
eugenics emerged as /e authoritative apparatus for rationalizing efforts
to halt reproduction of purportedly unfit, degenerate classes and peoples
threatening America. The rural nostalgia of the era appears curiously
at odds with the pervasive theme of rural degeneracy in the eugenics
tamily studies. Indeed, given the masses of impoverished immigrants
crowding into squalid city neighborhoods at the turn of the century, it
seems peculiar that the eugenicists found few research sites among the
urban poor. Rather, the preference for rural enclaves had much to do with
their manageable size and the potential for constructing genealogies, a
methodological centerpiece, from local documents and informants.*®
Another reason for the focus on the rural poor was tied to the rise of
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eugenics as a profession of social control. The cities already had social
workers, police, courts, settlement houses, and other institutions to
manage its less prosperous residents. By establishing expertise on the
cacogenic menace in the countryside, the early eugenicists were carving
out a niche as accredited professionals, literally creating a new profession
that served as a path to middle-class status and respectability by identi-
fying a new category of clients in need of their specialized knowledge.®

Fourth, the inferiority of dark-skinned peoples was assumed, whether
black, Indian, or foreigners of dark complexion. Regarded as especially
reprehensible was miscegenation between Indians, blacks, and whites as
exemplified by studies such as Arthur Estabrook and Ivan McDougle’s
Mongrel Virginiam.67

Fifth, as noted previously, Dugdale’s seminal work oftered room for
both environmental influences and heredity in reproducing a society’s
poor and criminal underclasses. After Mendelian laws of inheritance
were rediscovered in the early twentieth century, however, the eugenicists’
interpretations of degenerative behaviors, such as feeblemindedness,
became rigidly hereditarian. Ironically, the researchers’ definitions of
feeblemindedness also became more lax over time.®®

Finally, as hereditary explanations became increasingly rigid, there
was a push for “negative” eugenics programs. To protect society from the
burden of dependent, defective people, it was argued that active measures
were needed to control their reproduction. This posture reflected the
reformist ethos of the Progressive Era, which promoted the cleansing
and transforming of society.*” Aside from Mrs. Harriman, other wealthy
patrons of eugenics research included Samuel Fels, the Rockefellers,
and the directors of the Carnegie Institution. As Rafter observes, their
philanthropy may have been motivated less by a desire to control the
poor than to affiliate with the scientific elite and their production of
knowledge. As these families had already achieved their wealth, such
patronage was also a means of separating themselves from the excesses
of the nouveau riche and active robber barons.”

We will return to many of the foregoing themes as our examina-
tion of the Nam case proceeds. A key point here is that the eugenics
profession in America came of age, in part, by studying tri-racial or
bi-racial admixed communities with Native American ancestry. While
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the Jukes and the Nam were prime examples, other such communities
came under the gaze of eugenicists. “The Tribe of Ishmael” refers to an
unusually large enclave of paupers and criminals in Indianapolis first
studied in the 1880s by the Protestant minister Oscar McCulloch. They
were said to derive, in part, from a “half-breed” woman who married
a man from Kentucky, John Ishmael (son of founder Ben Ishmael), in
the late eighteenth century. In the 1970s, the historian Hugo Leaming
reexamined the case of the Ben Ishmael Tribe. He concluded that as
many as ten thousand Ishmael descendants deriving from an admixture
of Native Americans (possibly Shawnee), African Americans (possibly
of Islamic Fulani background), and western Europeans (possibly Scots,
Welsh, or Irish Tinkers) formed a tightly knit community of families
with itinerant lifestyles based on hunting, scavenging, and trash recycling
and who maintained an annual triangular migration between central
Indiana and east-central Illinois from about 1810 to 1905.”*

More recently, the historian Nathaniel Deutsch has vigorously chal-
lenged Leaming, particularly the latter’s representation of the Ben Ish-
mael Tribe as an African American Islamic community that influenced
the rise of black nationalism in the early twentieth century. While
acknowledging that a small minority of the Ishmaelites had African
and Native American ancestry, Deutsch contends that these people
were primarily poor white Christians from the Upland South who
did not arrive in Indianapolis until after the Civil War.” Despite their
remarkably divergent views, Leaming and Deutsch are in agreement
that McCulloch’s early portrayal of the Tribe was grotesquely flawed.
The latter saw Ishmael poverty and criminality, and even their nomadic
behavior, as proof of their biological degeneracy. Indeed, the first com-
pulsory sterilization law in the world, the “Indiana Plan” of 1907, was
inspired by McCulloch’s work. By the early 1930s, the Indiana Plan had
spread to twenty-nine other states and seven other countries, including
Nazi Germany.”

Other eugenics studies also focused on groups of partial Native Amer-
ican ancestry. The pseudonymic “Happy Hickory” family of Ohio, stud-
ied by Mina Sessions, were descendants of a French immigrant and
an “Indian Squaw” from Pennsylvania. The “Silvers,” one of several
impoverished families living in a ravine in Minnesota, studied by A. C.
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Rogers and Maud A. Merrill, were the offspring of “Old Moose Silver,
the half-breed.” Brewton Berry identified the “Pineys” of southern New
Jersey as a mixed-race group, although Elizabeth Kite’s eugenics study
traced their origins to disenfranchised Quakers and outcastes from other
religious communities. Moreover, many other eugenics studies alluded
to “negro blood,” mulattoes, dark or dusky coloring, and other features
indicating African American ancestry within mixed-race families.”

One of the last eugenics studies, Mongrel Virginians: The Win Tribe,
published in 1926 by Estabrook and McDougle, focused on a tri-racial
community in Amherst County, Virginia. The acronym Win was a less-
than-subtle way of referring to the admixed background (i.e., White-
Indian-Negro) of these people. Despite their complex origins and their
self-identification as Monacan Indians, for many decades the surrounding
society preferred to classify them as “Issues,” a label that was applied to
free people of color prior to the Civil War.”” In effect, “Issue” became
derogatory slang for people of mixed-race background and, therefore,
regarded as racially impure and of lesser worth. It was hard for Esta-
brook and McDougle to disguise their revulsion at what they saw as
the degenerative effects of miscegenation:

'The whole Win Tribe is below the average, mentally and socially. They
are lacking academic ability, industrious to a very limited degree and
capable of taking little training.”®

Walter Plecker, the author of Virginia’s notorious 1924 Racial Integrity
Law, drew upon some of Estabrook and McDougle’s unpublished work
in an effort to prevent miscegenation and preserve the integrity of the
white race. As the state’s director of the Bureau of Vital Statistics, this
law gave Plecker the authority to reclassify all Virginia Indians as mon-
grel or Negro and, thereby, make the task of segregation easier.”” While
the Monacans were his prime target, he also sought to reclassify smaller
Indian communities like the Chickahominy, Pamunkey, and Rappahan-
nock.”® Part of this law, popularly known as the “one-drop rule,” prohib-
ited marriages between whites and blacks, harshly penalized individuals
tor “passing” as white, and officially reclassified as black any white person
found to have an African American ancestor, no matter how distant.”

Native Americans and Eugenics 29



Of significance here is that despite a long history of oppression by
the larger society, including quasi-legal reclassification as black, the
Monacans retained their identity as Native Americans and experienced
in recent decades an ethnic resurgence that resulted in receiving state
recognition as a legal tribe. In Monacans and Miners, Samuel Cook deftly
traces the political economic context of these people’s marginalization
and reemergence.®

One of the lessons of the Monacan case for the present study is the
reality of Native American ancestry and origins in many of the mixed-
race outcaste communities. There has been a tendency, at times, to
minimize or overlook this ancestry. Indeed, Rafter’s otherwise insightful
book about the eugenics family studies, for example, was titled White
Trash.'This captures a certain cognitive reality in that mixed-race people
were perceived by the surrounding society, and the eugenicists, not as
vibrant hybrid communities but as degenerate whites, or whites who
had somehow fallen by indiscriminately mixing with other races.

It is ironic that “hybrid vigor,” a principle long recognized by farm-
ers, horticulturalists, and pioneering geneticists for cross-breeding to
produce hardier strains of livestock and food plants, was rarely in the
mind-set or vocabulary of the eugenicists. In the view of the latter, “race
crossing” among humans produced nothing positive, only degeneracy,
and especially the degeneration of whites.®! This outlook was preva-
lent in the American “cacogenic” variant of eugenics, less so in British
“positive eugenics,” which emphasized the benefits of wise marriage
choices and selective breeding of healthy and intelligent citizens. In the
cacogenic worldview, dark-skinned people were already assumed to be,
by nature, of lesser ability and worth. Of course, there was no scientific
reality behind these assumptions, only the racist folk biology of society
at large. As the biologist Garland Allen notes, Harry Laughlin and other
eugenicists viewed miscegenation as analogous to “mongrelization”in an
animal-breeding context where matings between two breeds of horses,
for example, could produce offspring inferior in qualities possessed by
either parent.* Mongrel Virginians explicitly applied this perspective
to humans.®® Ultimately, Laughlin’s arguments about the inferiority
of Jews, Italians, and central Europeans would influence congressional
passage of a highly restrictive immigration law, the Johnson Act of 1924.
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Eugenics declined significantly after World War II when its role in
Nazi ideology and the Holocaust became painfully apparent.®* The newly
emerging field of human genetics was gaining momentum at that time
and quickly eclipsed eugenics as zbe science of heredity. Although the
ERO was dismantled in 1939, Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory became
a vibrant center for research, attracting the leading genetic researchers
in the world, including James Watson.®* The Laboratory enjoys this
prominent position today. Like racism itself, however, eugenics phi-
losophy has not vanished from the public imagination or even from
academic circles.

While it is important to understand the pseudobiology and myths
that allowed eugenics to flourish, it is easy to lose sight of the complex
histories and cultural traditions of the very people who created the
mixed-race communities. Rather than highlighting vernacular pejo-
ratives like “white trash” and eugenics’ preoccupation with degenerate
whites, we need a more rigorous understanding of how Native Amer-
ican and African American beliefs and institutions persisted within
the social context of admixture. Of particular interest in this book is
the possibility that Native American and European knowledge was
creatively hybridized in ways that were unrecognized by outsiders and
simply dismissed as low-class or degenerate behavior. By probing the
ethnogenesis and history of the Nam, or Van Guilders, ensuing chapters
will address this issue.

Early Racial Yboug/yt as a Context for Eugenics

Estabrook and Davenport’s 7he Nam Family was written at the very cusp
of important transformations in thought in biology and anthropology. As
the anthropologist George Stocking notes, there were several anteced-
ent traditions of racial thinking in the nineteenth century, including
ethnological, Lamarckian, polygenist (multiple human origins), and
evolutionist variants. Nonetheless, prior to 1900, “race” often referred to
an indiscriminate mix of physical and cultural characteristics presumably
inherited in the “blood” of a people. There was no clear boundary between
biological and social heredity. Thus, observers could refer loosely to the
French race, Chinese race, or Navajo race as encompassing physical
appearance, speech, manners, and the myriad customs that persisted
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over time. In some respects this older usage of “race” resembled what
later scholars would call “national character.”®®

With the emergence of modern genetics after 1900, biologists generally
rejected the Larmarckian notion of inheritance of acquired character-
istics. While this helped clarify the difference between biological and
social heredity, it was a distinction often blurred or ignored by eugen-
icists. During this same period in the early twentieth century the pio-
neering anthropologist Franz Boas mounted a powerful critique against
nineteenth-century ideas about unilinear cultural evolution, polygenist
human origins, and racial hierarchies.®” These procrustean notions had
been advanced in varying degree by the earliest founders of institutional
anthropology in the United States during the late nineteenth century,
including scholars such as Lewis Henry Morgan, John Wesley Powell,
Fredric Ward Putnam, and Daniel G. Brinton. The anthropologist Lee
Baker characterizes Brinton’s influential 1890 work, Races and Peoples, as
a particularly egregious example of scientific authority supporting racist
tolk biology, popular stereotypes, and political trends in society at large.
Brinton argued that cranial capacity and mental ability, among other
things, were part of a racial natural order wherein “the European or white
race stands at the head of the list, the African or negro at its foot.”®®
Countering this intellectual legacy, Boas insisted on race, language, and
culture as fundamentally independent variables and processes. He also
established the agenda for the relativist, historical particularist school that
dominated American cultural anthropology (or ethnology) for decades.”

Even though Boas came to Columbia University in 1896, initially as
a physical anthropologist, he had already conducted extensive ethno-
graphic field research among Central Eskimo (or Inuit) on Baffin Island
and among the Kwakiutl (or Kwakwaka'wakw) and other indigenous
communities of the Northwest Coast. He understood the intricacies
and contingencies of other people’s lives from a participant observer’s
perspective. With wide-ranging interests and expertise, Boas established
American anthropology as a four-field enterprise encompassing linguis-
tic, cultural, archaeological, and physical anthropological approaches to
understanding the human condition. Despite this holistic stance, how-
ever, he firmly maintained that the study of human biological difference
and processes was to be sharply separated from analysis of cultural
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and historical matters. This analytical separation was never embraced
by the eugenicists, who indiscriminately commingled biological and
social phenomena in a conceptualization of heredity that perpetuated
nineteenth-century notions of race.

At the same time in the early 19oo0s, Charles Davenport was emerging
as a pivotal leader in both the nascent field of genetics and in the emerg-
ing eugenics movement. Biological anthropologist Jonathan Marks is
one of the few to comment on the intellectual tension between Boas and
Davenport during this period. He notes that their foundational works in
1911, a year before The Nam Family was published, offered divergent views
about the relationship between “primitive” and “civilized” people. Boas’s
Mind of Primitive Man maintained that cultural complexity was tied
to historical circumstance, whereas Davenport’s Heredity in Relation to
Eugenics posited a Mendelian basis for cultural dominance. Moreover, the
latter believed that eugenics offered solutions for vexing social problems.

In this regard, Davenport was influenced by his friend Madison Grant,
a New York attorney and socialite, who wrote The Passing of the Great Race
in 1916. Grant bemoaned the erosion of Nordic America and blamed it on
inferior stocks of eastern and southern Europeans inundating the country
in the wake of liberal immigration policies. People of inferior biological
stock, he argued, were threatening white Anglo-Saxon Protestant life
both from within and without. The eugenical implications of his stance
were clear. Homegrown poor and degenerate people could be sterilized,
for example, whereas inferiors of foreign origin could be barred from
entering the country. This message resonated with geneticists like Daven-
port and his colleagues and with politicians as varied as Theodore Roos-
evelt and, ultimately, Adolph Hitler.” Indeed, Progressive reformers like
Roosevelt chided the upper classes for committing “race suicide” by hav-
ing smaller families, thereby eroding American society via a dispropor-
tionate reproduction of purportedly inferior classes and ethnic groups.”

The Progressive political climate which nurtured eugenics, therefore,
tostered a fear of being overrun by people of defective biological stock.
Flowing from and reinforcing this insecurity was the idea of a natural
hierarchy of white, black, yellow, brown, and red “races.” As the historian
Thomas Leonard observes, the new “race scientists invariably located
African Americans at the bottom of their pyramids of humanity.” At
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the same time, this prejudicial color-based notion of race overlapped
ambiguously with ethnicity and nationality and with allied concepts
type,
racial taxonomy/hierarchy among the Progressive mind-set was William
Ripley’s 1899 7he Races of Europe. An MIT economist and avocational
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such as “people, group,” and “stock.” A particularly influential

physical anthropologist, Ripley used cephalic index and stature, as well
as skin, hair, and eye color, to divide Europeans into Teutonic, Alpine,
and Mediterranean “races.” If not overtly stated, the superiority of the
Teutonic race (blond-haired, pale-skinned, blue-eyed northwestern Euro-
peans) was implied, an assumption welcomed by writers like Madison
Grant. Southern and eastern Europeans were regarded as inferior. Hence,
when eugenicists lamented the survival of “unfit races,” they might
be referring to African Americans, French Canadians, Russian Jews,
Sicilians, or any number of “swarthy,” non-Teutonic peoples perceived
as a threat to Anglo-Saxon race integrity.”” In other words, what were
ostensibly objective, anthropometrically defined racial groups were, upon
closer examination, socially constructed categories of people regarded
as offensive and unwanted by the wasp establishment.”

Leonard also notes that the perceived threat could reside in inferior
socioeconomic classes rather than “races” or ethnic groups, as exem-
plified by the “white trash” eugenics family studies, including those on
the Jukes, Kallikaks, the Nam, and the Tribe of Ishmael, among oth-
ers.”* Indeed, these impoverished rural enclaves of sixth-, seventh-, and
eighth-generation Americans became the research targets of choice for
the eugenics profession. Noz the newly arriving immigrants and 7of the
urban poor, many of whom were foreign-born. However, a class analysis
alone would limit our understanding of these rural communities. As
subsequent chapters will demonstrate, at least for the Nam, these were
not lower-class or degenerate whites but rather mixed-race Native
Americans with a complex history and hybridic culture adapting to the
frontiers of European expansion.

Boas was incensed by what he saw as the “Nordic nonsense” promoted
by writers like Grant, convinced that there was no empirical evidence
tor hereditary, racially specific cognitive or behavioral traits in blacks,
immigrants, or any other groups.”” Indeed, in 1917 he wrote a scathing
review of the 7he Passing of the Great Race for The New Republic. A decade
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later he included in his book Anthropology and Modern Life a chapter that
harshly critiqued eugenics, although by that time scientific support for
the movement was beginning to wane. Boas’s early and vigorous oppo-
sition seemed to have little impact upon Davenport and his colleagues,
however. Some of America’s most prominent evolutionary scientists
were leaders of the eugenics movement. And among these were some
well-known physical anthropologists, including Ale§ Hrdlicka of the
United States National Museum (now the Smithsonian Institution) and
Earnest Hooten at Harvard. Both served on the American Eugenics
Society Advisory Council, which included a mix of scientists, politicians,
philanthropists, clergy, and reformers.”®

Whereas Hooten remained an enthusiastic supporter of eugenics into
the 1930s, Hrdlicka had become disenchanted with the movement years
earlier. Indeed, he came to share many of the reservations expressed
by his colleague Boas.”” As noted by the historian Matthew Bokovoy,
Hrdlicka’s 1925 work, The Old Americans, was antithetical, if not lethal,
to eugenics doctrine. His study punctured the myth of a “racially pure”
old American stock by revealing the complex mixed ancestry of Anglo-
Saxons in the United States. Also vexing for eugenicists who abhorred
race “mongrelization,” Hrdli¢cka maintained that future intermarriage
between newly arriving immigrants and existing Americans would be
beneficial rather than deleterious.”®

If fear is a basic motivating factor for magic and religious ritual in all
human societies, perhaps we can appreciate eugenics more as a religion
than a science. It was born of anxieties among America’s elite and priv-
ileged classes at the end of the nineteenth century. In a speech titled
“Eugenics as a Religion,” Davenport himself developed an eleven-point
creed that included the following: “I believe that I am the trustee of
the germ plasm that I carry.””” Remaining chapters of this book will
shed light on the real people concealed beneath the shroud of fear that
Estabrook and Davenport created in 7he Nam Family.

A Cautionary Note on the Meanings of “Mixed-Race”

The use of the terms “race” and “mixed-race” in the present study is not
meant to reify or naturalize what are largely social constructions. There
are no fixed, static, timeless, or “pure” races, only pervasive gene flows
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within and between human populations over time and across space.
Early typologies that simplified this biogenetic variability with a few
phenotypic markers, such as skin color and head shape, often reflected
and reinforced insidious folk biological notions of a natural hierarchy of
superior and inferior races. Like many scholars, therefore, I use the term
“mixed-race” advisedly to indicate descendants of recent intermarriages
between people of different ancestries, in this case, unions between
Native Americans and Euro-Americans. “Mixed-race,” therefore, is
a convenient shorthand for summarizing rather complex historical
interactions and mergings of peoples.

The sociologist Chris Anderson, who is Métis, objects to the notion
of “mixed-race,” or racialized “mixedness,” applied to the Métis, largely
because it situates these people in a disadvantageous political position.
Perceived by others as neither fully Indian nor fully white, rather than as
an indigenous people and nation in their own right, the Métis have fared
poorly in their legal dealings with the Canadian state.'® Despite the
distinctiveness and vitality of Métis culture, their betwixt-and-between
ethno-status position in Canadian society has denied the Métis access
to the kinds of resources and benefits granted to most Indians under
Canadian Indian treaty law.

Anderson’s arguments about juridical mistreatment are compelling.
People who are perceived as “mixed” may be dismissed by others as
impure, inauthentic, and, therefore not “full” or fully worthy of consid-
eration. Nonetheless, it would be difficult to grasp the Métis experience
by ignoring their ethnogenesis in Native- European intermarriages and
in early fur-trade labor arrangements. Likewise, it would defy reason
to deny Métis “mixedness” in the mind-set and reactions of the larger
society. These are undeniable historical and social realities, regardless of
their consequences for recent Métis political struggles. Ironically, the
very word Meétis, an overt expression of identity and ethnicity for several
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hundred thousand Canadian citizens, means “mixed-race,” “mixed-
blood,” or “mixed-breed” in the French language, ultimately deriving
from the Latin miscere, meaning “to mix.”**" In this sense, a people’s
own ethnonyms may contradict or confound attempts to mitigate the

coercive power of language.
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Arguably, there is a distinction to be made between “mixed-race” or
“mixed-blood” as ethnonyms or expressions of identity, on the one hand,
and the use of such constructs for analysis of particular histories of social
interaction, ethnogenesis, and community formation, on the other. It is
the latter analytical sense of “mixed-race” that informs the present book.
As we will discover, the Nam, or Mohican Van Guilders, confronted very
real dilemmas of land alienation, dwindling livelihood opportunities,
and ostracism, in part, owing to their ambiguous betwixt-and-between
ethnicity. As noted earlier in this chapter, “mixed-race” flourished in the
discourse of social scientists and human biologists in the mid-twentieth
century to characterize marginalized communities in the eastern United
States. Anderson’s misgivings notwithstanding, the construct continues
to have analytical utility in contemporary scholarship.’® In part, this is
because a parsimonious alternative language for the complex dynamics
conveyed by concise terms like “mixed-race,” “mixed-blood,” and “mixed
ancestry” has thus far eluded us.
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Border Wars and the Origins
of the Van Guilders

We are now in tears, we have lost everything. The Patroon has got

all our lands, and we have nothing for them.

—An old Hudson River Mohican to Guy Johnson, April 26, 1767, in
PATRICK FRAZIER, The Mobhicans of Stockbridge

Manorial Lords versus Native Americans

The people who would become 7he Nam Family, as presented in Esta-
brook and Davenport’s eugenics study, ultimately derived from the
turbulent frontier between colonial New York and Massachusetts in
the mid-eighteenth century. This was at the dawn of the French and
Indian War. During that seven-year conflict, 1754 to 1761, between New
France and the English colonies, upstate New York was convulsed by
violence. The Mohican Indians, including many Stockbridge men, fought
on the side of the English against the French and their Indian allies
in bloody engagements at Lake George and Lake Champlain, among
other locales. These events formed the backdrop for James Fenimore
Cooper’s iconic 1826 novel, The Last of the Mohicans.

It was in the midst of this larger political contest that a border war and
class war erupted along a disputed New York-Massachusetts boundary
that involved the Stockbridge Mohicans and their relatives. On the New
York side, much of the land had been granted to wealthy, politically
connected families by former colonial governors in the late seventeenth
century. These included massive feudal-style manors such as Rensse-
laerwyck. With over one million acres, the latter embraced most of
present-day Albany and Rensselaer Counties. Immediately to the south
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was the 160,000-acre Livingston manor, granted in 1686. It extended
from the Hudson River eastward into the Taconic Mountains in what
is now Columbia and Dutchess Counties." However, deception in the
wording of the deeds hid the true extent of these manors from the local
Indians. By the 1750s, hundreds of tenant farm families were working
on these estates, including in the Taconic uplands, which encroached
upon the Mohicans in nearby Stockbridge. The reality of their rapidly
shrinking land base was becoming painfully clear to the Mohicans.

During this same period the Massachusetts colony encouraged aggres-
sive settlement of its western frontier by granting new townships in
the area. In 1759 the Stockbridge Mohicans were alarmed to find land
they had assumed to be theirs along the Housatonic River being sur-
veyed for white settlement.’> To complicate matters, both New York
and Massachusetts laid claim to the region straddling the Taconics
and the Berkshire highlands. An official boundary between the two
colonies was not surveyed until the late 1760s, leaving questions of
jurisdiction and landownership unsettled. To ensure their own future in
this precarious climate, the Stockbridge Indians began selling land to
both New England settlers and manorial tenants. This had the effect of
undermining the New York landlords’ claims to property while stirring
unrest and rebellion among tenant farmers and squatters. Ultimately, the
Stockbridges sold all the land between the western border of present-day
Massachusetts and what is now the New York Taconic State Parkway.*
Since they had relinquished their fertile Hudson valley horticultural
lands decades earlier, by the 1750s the Mohicans faced a bleak future
with little remaining territory to eke out a livelihood.”

As tensions grew between the New England farmers and the New
York landlords, there were outbreaks of violence in the disputed area
as the landlords enlisted loyal tenants and Albany officials to evict and
arrest recalcitrant tenants and squatters. After the killing of a rebel tenant
in 1755, the latter’s allies countered with raids on loyal tenant farms and
properties. This set the stage for a series of violent confrontations on the
disputed eastern fringe of the Livingston estate, then under the own-
ership of Robert Livingston Jr. In The Mohicans of Stockbridge, Patrick

Frazier provides a vivid account of a pivotal encounter:
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On November 25, 1756, the Albany sherift and another posse, said
to be unarmed, again attempted to evict several tenants and destroy
their houses. One of the tenants was apparently a good friend of
Mohican John Van Guilder, who with two of his sons and another
settler soon arrived on horseback at the tenant’s place. The Van Guil-
der party was armed with guns, bayonets, and tomahawks, and Van
Guilder threatened to kill some of the posse if they touched the
house. The sheriff ordered his men to arrest them, and as the posse
approached, the Indians gave a war cry. Van Guilder leveled his gun,
shot and killed one of the posse, then fled with his sons and friend.
The sheriff’s men quickly captured Van Guilder, one of his sons,
and the settler, took them to the Albany jail, and put them in irons.
It was rumored that Van Guilder’s other son vowed to involve the
Stockbridge Indians, to capture one of the posse dead or alive, and
to burn down Livingston’s house.®

While the Van Guilders languished in jail for many months, the larger
political implications of the confrontation weighed heavily on colonial
authorities. Given uncertainty regarding both the British military situa-
tion and Indian allegiances in 1757, there was fear of offending the Native
community, particularly the Stockbridge Mohicans, who were rumored to
be planning a retaliatory raid against the Livingston estate. Sir William
Johnson, commissioner of Indian Affairs for New York, became involved
in delicate negotiations with the leaders of the Stockbridge community,
counseling against vengeful reprisals, on the one hand, and discouraging
efforts to have the Van Guilders removed for trial to Massachusetts, on
the other. King Ben (Benjamin Kokhkewenaunaunt), the head sachem
at Stockbridge, and his grandson Jacob Cheeksaunkun interceded with
Johnson on behalf of the Van Guilders. From their perspective, the Van
Guilders were not aggressors, only defenders of poor families under brutal
attack by Livingston. At the same time, the Mohicans at Otsiningo, a
multi-tribal refugee settlement on the Susquehanna River in New York,
vigorously pressed the Van Guilders’ case with Johnson.” By the summer
of 1757, John Van Guilder and his son were released without trial.®

Unfortunately, the immediate aftermath of the Van Guilders’release
did not resolve the conflict in the border country. In May 1758 the Van
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Guilder family and other Stockbridge Mohicans were part of an armed
contingent of thirty men who engaged in a gun battle with Livingston
and his supporters, including the Albany deputy sheriff and a “small
army.” This clash was provoked by the Mohicans’ recent sale of a large
portion of Livingston’s purported claim to tenants and squatters in the
disputed border zone.’

In many ways, the border wars of the 1750s marked the twilight of
the Mohican and Stockbridge presence in their original homeland. By
the end of the American Revolution, most would be deprived of their
lands and face rejection by new waves of white settlers.’® Thus began
their migration in the mid-1780s to live, albeit temporarily, near the
Oneida Iroquois in New York. Both the French and Indian War and
the American Revolution had exacted a large toll on the Mohicans.
Nearly half the male population had succumbed while scouting along the
northern borders, accompanying Rogers’ Rangers on raids into French
Canada, in the Battle of Ticonderoga, in the Montreal Expedition, at
Lexington, at the Battle of Bunker Hill, at White Plains, at Barren
Hill, and other campaigns. Paradoxically, many notable Stockbridge
warrior-leaders who had served with distinction, first for the British
and then for the Americans, returned to Stockbridge only to find that
the religious strictures of the mission community no longer held much
appeal for them.'" The end of that life was near, in any case.

The Van Guilders, like their Stockbridge relatives, suffered loss of
their lands and dislocation in the waning years of the eighteenth century.
However, instead of migrating westward to Oneida country and from
there to Indiana and Wisconsin, the Van Guilders moved north. They
settled in what is now Washington County, New York, and adjacent
Rutland County, Vermont (map 1). Subsequent generations, who would

become grist for Estabrook and Davenport’s eugenics mill, were direct
descendants of John Van Guilder.

The Founding Generation

Part of the evidence for a connection between John (or Jan) Van Guil-
der and the Nam can be found in a brief historical backdrop in Zke
Nam Family:
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In 1760 there lived in the mountains of western Massachusetts, a
set of people called Nam, descended from the union of a roving
Dutchman, and an Indian princess. These people were wealthy in
land, having inherited it from their Indian ancestor. They were spo-
ken of in an old history as “vagabonds, half farmers, half fishermen
and hunters, and who, on their occasional visits to the settlements,
were apt to fall into temptation and rum.” Among these people, was
one named Joseph Nam, who had eight children. Five of these eight
children left Massachusetts about 1800, and migrated to New York
State. Their departure was due to land troubles and petty quarrels
with their neighbors. One of these five bought a farm of 160 acres
at the place marked N.H. (see Chart D), and that immediate region
is still called “Nam Hollow,” as his descendants are still living on or
near the original tract of land. Another of the five settled at S., a most
unproductive part of the mountains. The others were nomads, and
moved as they listed, here and there; but the majority of the family
finally settled near Nam Hollow."

Despite the brevity of the foregoing account and its condescending
language and imagery (e.g., “vagabonds”and “apt to fall into temptation
and rum”), there are some meaningful clues. The Nam are portrayed as
people of partial Indian ancestry deriving from western Massachusetts.
Their departure is attributed to “land troubles and petty quarrels with
their neighbors.” While the latter phrasing grossly simplifies and triv-
ializes the embattled situation of the Van Guilders during the border
wars, the gist of the statement squares with historical reality. Even the
date 1760 corresponds with a time immediately after the Van Guilders’
conflicts with Robert Livingston Jr. but prior to the American Revo-
lution and subsequent departure of most Mohicans and Stockbridges
from the region.

Further evidence can be found at the very start of Estabrook and
Davenport’s descriptive genealogy, which constitutes the bulk of their
study. Starting with the founding generation and moving down through
eight generations of descendants and collateral relatives, each person is
profiled in a few sentences. The very first entry is the following:

Border Wars 43



Generation I 1 (Chart A) is a man who was born about 1740 in the
western part of Massachusetts. He was a Revolutionary soldier. In an
old history he is spoken of as “one of a set of vagabonds by the name
of Nam who lived in the mountains.” He was the grandson of the
Indian princess and the Dutch rover mentioned above. He married,
and died about 1830. His wife (I 2) bore him eight children."

As noted in chapter 1, I was fortunate to locate the unpublished
“Key to the Nam Family” in the Arthur H. Estabrook Papers collec-
tion.™ This key provides the actual surnames and given names for all the
individuals identified by numerical codes in Zhe Nam Family. The key
reveals that Generation I 1 was Joseph Van Guilder of South Egremont,
Massachusetts. His wife, I 2, was Molly Van Guilder (née Winchell),
also from Massachusetts.

These names are crucial, as they establish a connection to John Van
Guilder. The village of South Egremont was about twelve miles south-
west of Stockbridge and was precisely the area where John Van Guilder
and his relatives lived and owned property. In the 1940s, Joseph Kellogg
compiled extensive genealogical information based on deeds, estate
settlements, and cemetery records for selected families in the towns of
Egremont and Sheffield, Massachusetts. Among these were the Van
Guilders (also rendered as Van Gilder, Vangilder, Van Gelder, Vangelder,
Van Gelden, and Van Geldern).” More recently, Debra Winchell, a
descendant of John Van Guilder, utilized Kellogg’s information and
other archival records to build a vivid portrait of John Van Guilder
and his life.®

One of John’s sons was Joseph Van Guilder, who was the first person
(i.e., Generation I 1 above) identified in Estabrook and Davenport’s
genealogy. Born in 1722, Joseph was the second of nine children of John
Van Guilder and his wife, Anna Maria Koerner (or Mary Karner), of
German Palatine descent.’” Another son, Matthew, born in 1728, had
been imprisoned with his father after the violent confrontation on the
Livingston estate. According to Winchell, John Van Guilder was a farmer
who also operated a sawmill with his brother-in-law Andrew Karner
on the latter’s adjoining property in the area west of Shefhield and just
east of the Taconic range near South Egremont, Hampshire County
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(known as Berkshire County after 1761). Thus, despite his Mohican
background, Van Guilder was Europeanized and Christianized to a
certain degree, having a German Palatine wife and in-laws as well as
numerous relatives and friends among the Stockbridges.™ Indeed, his
extensive landholdings of some eleven hundred acres had been deeded
to him by Mohican friends and relatives over the years.

John Van Guilder is clearly the son of the “roving Dutchman” and
“Indian princess” alluded to in Estabrook and Davenport’s brief origin
story about the Nam family. However, his actual beginnings are murky.
Winchell found no baptismal records for John Van Guilder, and appar-
ently there are no records for any Van Guilders (or Van Gelders) living
north of Manhattan Island in the 1690s at the time of John’s presumed
birth." However, Joseph Van Guilder’s mother (i.e., Mary Karner)
informed him that his father, John, had been baptized in Rhinebeck,
and other traditions suggest that he was raised in a Dutch home in that
same Hudson valley community.*

Other clues suggest that John Van Guilder’s original Mohican name
was Toanunck (or Tawanaut). He may have derived from the Catskill
band of the Mohicans, although he had ties to the Wappingers.”' He may
also have had ties to Mohicans in the Taconic and Shekomeko commu-
nities as well.”> Along with twenty other Mohicans, he had signed a 1724
deed relinquishing a large tract of land in the “Housatonock alias West-
enhook” area (the country west of Sheflield and Great Barrington) of
western Massachusetts.” Although the Mohicans had retained some of
that land for themselves as a reservation, that also was relinquished in 1736
when the township of Stockbridge was created as a mission community
for the Indians.** A year later, the Mohican leaders Konkapot, Poniote,
and Skannop deeded land to John Van Guilder so that he could retain
his farm within the aforementioned ceded area.” In short, John Van
Guilder seemed to move comfortably in both Mohican and European
circles. However, whether he was of Mohican-Wappinger background, of
mixed Mohican-Dutch parentage, or a Mohican boy raised in a Dutch
household, among other possibilities, remains unclear. Whatever the
particulars, the Mohicans regarded him as one of their own.?®

In Generation II, with the children of Joseph Van Guilder and Mary
Holly (also known as “Molly”) Winchell, we find good but not total
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correspondence between the genealogies of Kellogg and Estabrook and
Davenport. The essential details appear below:

Parents

Joseph Van Guilder Sr. (born in 1722)
Married (1748) Mary Holly (“Molly”) Winchell (daughter of
David Winchell)

Children (all baptized in Egremont on September 27, 1775)*’

1. David Van Guilder (born ca. 1770)

2. Martha Van Guilder (born ca. 1770 in Massachusetts) Line F
Married to Elijah (“Cute”) Winchell (born in 1740 in Massa-

chusetts, died in 1820)

3. Stephen Van Guilder Sr. (born ca. 1770 in Massachusetts, died in
1846) Line D
Married (name unknown)

4. Daniel Van Guilder Sr. (born in Massachusetts, died in 1840 in
Vermont) Line B
Married (name unknown)

5. Solomon Van Guilder (born ca. 1770 in Massachusetts) Line E
Married (name unknown)

6. Bennony Van Guilder (died in 1860 in South Granville, New York)

7. Dana Van Guilder

8. Joseph Van Guilder Jr. (born ca. 1770 in Massachusetts, died in
1830 in South Granville) Line A
Married to Polly (maiden name unknown) (born in Guilder

Hollow, Massachusetts, died in 1840)

9. Unidentified male descendant of Joseph Van Guilder Sr. Line C

Married (name unknown)

Kellogg mentions only the first seven children above: David, Mar-
tha, Stephen, Daniel, Solomon, Bennony, and Dana. Estabrook and
Davenport document the same first six children as Kellogg but do not
list the seventh child, Dana Van Guilder. Yet, Estabrook and Daven-
port account for two additional offspring not mentioned by Kellogg:
Joseph Van Guilder Jr. and an “unspecified [male] descendant of Joseph

46 Border Wars



Van Guilder [Sr.],” possibly a nephew or cousin. Of these nine Van
Guilders, at least five, along with their spouses, migrated from western
Massachusetts to Washington County, New York, sometime between
1790 and 1810. A sixth, Daniel, and his spouse settled in nearby Rutland
County, Vermont.? These couples were the founders of six groups of
descendants, or what Estabrook and Davenport termed “lines” (noted
above in boldface). These genealogical lines formed the core of the Nam
community as characterized by their study. Kinship connections between
individuals in these founding generations are shown in charts 1—7. As
we will see in subsequent chapters, the founding Van Guilders would
intermarry with other families to create several other descendant lines.

It is notable that all the migrating Van Guilders except for Martha
were male. A seventh Van Guilder, Bennony, also made the move to
New York but apparently never married. Bennony, an uncommon given
name, is of interest for its associations with the Dutch fur trade and
Mohicans earlier in history. As noted by Shirley Dunn, Bennoni Van
Corlaer was the illegitimate son of Arent Van Corlaer, a relative and
employee of the patroon Kiliaen Van Rensselaer of Rensselaerwyck in
the late seventeenth century. Around 1711, Bennoni’s son, who was named
Arent Van Corlaer after his grandfather, established a fur-trading post
at White Creek, in present southeastern Washington County. Here he
established amicable relations with the Mohicans, who at that time
were using that area primarily for hunting.? This association of names
raises the intriguing possibility that the Van Guilders were returning
northward to lands already known to them or to their Mohican and
Stockbridge relatives and ancestors.

Exodus

Several “push factors” were responsible for the Van Guilders’ depar-
ture from western Massachusetts. First, there was the steady pressure
of encroaching white settlement on both sides of the New York-
Massachusetts border. Second, the Van Guilders’ violent resistance to
Livingston earned them a reputation as rebellious troublemakers among
New York’s power elite. This may have been the beginning of a stigmati-
zation process that, over time, contributed to this family’s isolation and
enclavement. Third, the westward migration of most of their Stockbridge
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Chart 1. Kinship ties among the founding generations of Van Guilders.

relatives left the Van Guilders without their traditional cultural and
political allies. This became painfully apparent after many Van Guilder
men returned home from military service in the American Revolution
only to find their land diminished and encircled and the Stockbridges
gone from the area.’® Under these traumatic circumstances, there were
tew options, perhaps, other than selling off their remaining property
and moving elsewhere for a fresh beginning.*!
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In the late eighteenth century, a move of less than one hundred miles
may have been enough to leave the past behind and reinvent oneself.
Communications were rudimentary and the baggage of a former reputa-
tion may not have followed one to new surroundings. At the same time,
changing one’s social or ethnic identity was a possibility when moving
to a new community. Winchell alludes to this strategy when discussing
John Van Guilder’s son Joseph: “for people of mixed ancestry, it was
easier, and sometimes necessary, to choose a side. Joseph Van Gelder
seems to have chosen the white path.”*? The former comment applies
to the selection of Joseph as a witness in the crown court case regarding
the Livingston—Van Guilder conflicts. Although he was literate, and had
received some schooling at the Stockbridge Mission, Joseph had been
in the thick of the fight against the Livingston forces.

Choosing the “white path,” then, requires some deciphering. Such
behavior might involve acquiring certain visible markers of European
identity such as dress, speech, and manners, or it might mean associating
more often with whites than Indians. Whatever the case, it would be
Joseph Van Guilder’s children who would make the move from western
Massachusetts to Washington County, New York.** Would they project
their identities as Mohicans, Stockbridges, mixed-race people, or would
they be “passing”as white? And how would they be seen and received by
their new neighbors? Were the Van Guilders emerging as an outcaste or
pariah group prior to leaving their embattled Massachusetts homeland,
or would circumstances in their new home assign them to a lowly status?
These and related issues will be addressed in the following chapters.
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A “New” Homeland and the
Cradle of Guilder Hollow

The long and deadly struggle of the Revolution, with its accompani-
ments of invasion, house-burning, and Indian outrage, had naturally
developed a very bitter feeling among people, especially on the fron-

tiers, against everything of English name or origin.

—CRISFIELD JOHNSON, History of Washington County, New York

Reoccupying Mohican Lands

In 1810, one of Joseph Van Guilder’s sons, Stephen Van Guilder, who
was a grandson of John Van Guilder, purchased 160 acres of land in
Washington County, New York. There he built a dwelling for his family
with hopes of getting a fresh start after departing the turbulent fron-
tier in western Massachusetts. By this time, however, he had been in
Wiashington County for nearly thirty years, perhaps accumulating the
capital to buy the land. According to Crisfield Johnson’s 1878 History of
Washington County, New York, Van Guilder arrived in the county from
New Jersey sometime during the Revolutionary War. He had been
drafted into the army but was replaced by a younger brother. Initially,
he settled on what later became the Ebenezer Starks farm near Slybor-
ough in the town of Granville. Here Van Guilder planted the first apple
orchard in the area.! The Starks connection is significant, since Stark
(or Starks) is one of several key families with whom the Van Guilders
intermarried after settling in New York. Later Van Guilder moved to
the town of Hartford, in the same county, and eventually he joined
one of his sons, also named Stephen (or Stephan) Van Guilder, on the
latter’s farm. However, it is the former property in Hartford, settled in
1810, that is of interest here.
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Fig. 1. “The Cradle of Guilder Hollow”: Stephen Van Guilder Sr.’s homestead
near Hartford, New York, ca. 191112 (built in 1810). Courtesy of Arthur H.
Estabrook Papers, Special Collections and Archives, University at Albany, suny.

Stephen Van Guilder Sr.’s house was still standing, although in poor
repair, a century later when Estabrook and Davenport began their eugen-
ics investigation. The Arthur H. Estabrook Papers collection contains a
bleak late-winter (late 1911 or early 1912) photograph of a small dovetailed
log structure with a deteriorating wood-shingled roof (fig. 1).> The image
is stark, and there are no visual cues indicating whether the structure
was abandoned or perhaps recycled as a livestock or storage shed. A
scrubby overgrown pasture with patches of snow rises up a moderate
slope in the background. The photograph is titled “The Cradle of Guilder
Hollow, Hartford, N.Y.”

Estabrook and Davenport regarded Stephen Van Guilder’s pioneer
home as the epicenter or “ground zero” of a cacogenic catastrophe that
had spread through descendant generations into the far corners of
Wiashington County and into adjacent Vermont. The deteriorating log
dwelling was a metaphor for the social decay and inferior “germ plasm”
that the eugenicists attributed to this family. In their words, “everyone
born in this cabin has been socially inadequate and has helped swell the
number of the degenerates who give this place its character.” As we will
see, the authors’ frequent and dismissive use of terms like “hut,”“shack,”
and “hovel” for Guilder Hollow dwellings was far from dispassionate

54 A “New” Homeland



description. Rather than documenting people’s actual struggles and
abilities to make do with scarce resources, Estabrook and Davenport
consistently revealed their contempt for rudimentary houses and the
dwellers in them. While their upper-middle-class sensibilities were
offended by the Van Guilders’living conditions, the latter were hardly
proof of defective genes.

After spending some years in a transitional phase as nomadic hunter-
fishers in the mountains, five of Stephen Sr.’s siblings—]Joseph Jr.,
Solomon, Martha, Bennony, and one unnamed male (perhaps a half
brother)—eventually followed him northward and settled nearby.* This
remote district of northern Washington County straddled the boundary
between the towns of Hartford to the west and Granville to the east.”
'The neighborhood came to be known as Guilder Hollow, reproducing
the name used earlier for Van Guilder family lands in South Egremont,
Massachusetts.® Guilder Hollow also became a place-name for a rural
locale near Poultney in Rutland County, Vermont, which Estabrook and
Davenport described as “a most unproductive part of the mountains.”’
Apparently, this latter area was settled by Stephen’s brother Daniel.?

Driving north through Washington County today on state highway
40, one traverses a fertile agricultural landscape with vast open croplands,
herds of cattle and sheep, pastures, and orchards interrupted occasionally
by hedgerows, woodlots, and the forested margins of streams flow-
ing southwestward toward the Hudson River. After passing through
Hartford, a tidy village of nineteenth-century white clapboard houses
surrounding a massive brick Baptist church, a small unnumbered road
torks off northeastward and ascends into hilly country covered by forests
of oak, ash, beech, maple, pine, and hemlock. The sudden transition from
open sun-drenched farm fields to dark, enclosed woodland is striking. At
first glance, the land here appears pristine. A closer look reveals patches
of second-growth timber and the remains of stone walls marking former
pastures that extended high into the hills, testament to an earlier time
when people struggled to eke out a livelihood.

The few families living here today occupy modest homes on the north
side of the road. This was the heart of the Guilder Hollow enclave in
former years. The road itself is still known as Guilder Hollow Road.
Somewhere in these wooded uplands, Stephen Van Guilder Sr.’s family
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settled in 1810, followed soon thereafter by his siblings. South of the
road the land drops into a marshy stream valley forming a tributary
of Big Creek, which flows west and northwest into Wood Creek and,
ultimately, into the South Bay of Lake Champlain sixteen miles to the
north. Nearby the crests of Pumpkin Hill and Dick Hill loom nearly a
thousand feet above the valley bottoms. Eastward the land continues to
ascend for several miles over rolling wooded ridges until one encounters
the hamlet of Slyboro, little more than a crossroads near a height of land.
Beyond, the land descends steeply into a floodplain of open cultivated
fields. A few miles eastward, at the confluence of the Indian River and
the Mettawee River, lies the village of Granville. From that juncture,
the Mettawee drains northward into Lake Champlain.

Why did the Van Guilders choose this remote corner to start a new
life? No doubt, there were multiple reasons at play. Washington County
was well within the territory originally occupied by the Mohican Indians
at the time of European contact in the early 1600s. As people of mixed
Mohican-European ancestry, the Van Guilders may have been familiar
with that region for occasional hunting and fishing forays while main-
taining their farming activities near South Egremont and Stockbridge.
Shirley Dunn cites a memoir from Clinton Weslager noting that as
late as the mid-1700s “isolated wigwams [longhouses] were standing
throughout parts of Washington County for several years after the first
white inhabitants arrived.” These were utilized as hunting base camps
for a few weeks in the fall of the year by Indian families deriving from
western Massachusetts.” Given the latter location, it is likely that these
were Stockbridge Mohicans, including their relatives the Van Guilders.

Until the 1750s there were other Mohicans in Washington County as
well, namely, at the multi-tribal Indian settlement of Schaghticoke near
the mouth of the Hoosic River in what is now the northwestern corner
of Rensselaer County, a few miles south of the Washington County
border. A large part of this community was composed of Algonquian
peoples from southern New England who had sought refuge among
the Mohicans in the aftermath of King Philip’s War in the 1670s."
Apparently, the Schaghticoke Indians were not utilizing the interior
hunting camps mentioned previously. While English colonial authorities
in New York were pleased to have these people serve as a bufter between
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themselves and the French to the north, most of the Schaghticoke
Indians departed the area in 1754, during the French and Indian War,
joining the Abenakis at Odanak in Canada.'

In 1761 one of the few Schaghticoke Indians who remained in Wash-
ington County, a man named Jacob (alias Schenck), sold a five-thousand-
acre tract of land to Arent Van Corlaer and his brother-in-law, Nicholas
Lake. This large patent was along White Creek, a tributary of the Hoosic
River, in the southeastern corner of the county. Although much of the
Indian lands in this area had been sold in land grants by this time, and
the fur-trade era was waning, the brothers-in-law intended to operate
a fur-trading operation. Indeed, Arent Van Corlaer had been involved
in fur trading in the White Creek area since 1711 and had developed
close ties with the Mohicans in the region. Of interest for the present
discussion is the fact that White Creek was accessible to the Stockbridge
Mission in Massachusetts. Dunn speculates that Van Corlaer may have
been among the Dutch traders who supplied alcohol to the Stockbridge
Indians in the 1730s."

An argument can be made that preexisting trading relationships at
places like White Creek, combined with the need to find more pro-
ductive subsistence hunting at a time in the mid-1700s when both
game supplies and open, accessible land in western Massachusetts were
rapidly diminishing, compelled the Van Guilders and their Stockbridge
relatives to make occasional hunting and trading forays into Washing-
ton County. At the same time, much of Washington County was an
unsettled military frontier during both the French and Indian War and
the American Revolution. Since several Van Guilder men served on the
American side in the latter conflict, they may have crossed the same
terrain in various campaigns and maneuvers. Decades later, this prior
knowledge and familiarity with the vast region north of the Hoosic
River may well have played a role in Stephen Van Guilder Sr.’s decision,
and the decisions of his relatives, to relocate their families along the
remote Hartford-Granville town line in northern Washington County.

By this time in 1810 the area had been open to white settlement for
only a few decades. By a rather complex and convoluted chain of events
it appears that the mixed-blood Van Guilders were simply reoccupying
traditional Mohican lands once utilized by their ancestors. This “coming
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home” may have been bittersweet. What began as a promising new life
in Guilder Hollow seemed to unravel in subsequent years and gener-
ations. Deriving from an ethnic subculture with a livelihood based on
hunting and fishing, combined with part-time farming and peddling,
were the Van Guilders a poor fit for the rapidly evolving commercial
agrarian landscape of Washington County? Were they shunned by the
surrounding society for their ethnic-cultural otherness? Or, as Estabrook
and Davenport contend, was Guilder Hollow doomed from the start by
bad genes? These scenarios, among other hypotheses, will be addressed
in subsequent chapters.

The Shifting Cultural Mosaic

In order to understand what Estabrook and Davenport observed in
Guilder Hollow in 1911-12, at the time of their field research, it will
be useful to examine some of the changes that had aftected Washing-
ton County during the previous century. For much of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, this region had been a turbulent buffer zone
between Albany and the French in Canada and, hence, lay north of
and beyond the zone of colonial manors and large land patents in the
mid- and lower Hudson valley."

As sales of Indian lands accelerated in the mid- and late 1700s, white
settlers gradually moved into the area. In places like Granville and Hart-
ford, many of these people derived from New England while others were
emigrants from Scotland. For a few years after the formal organization
of Washington County in 1784, it included large portions of northwest-
ern Vermont.™ In effect, this reflected a political alignment of small
Yankee and Scottish landholders with anti-aristocratic Vermonters who
regarded New York as a bastion of exploitative feudal landlords." Since
memories of the Revolutionary War were painfully fresh in the early
1780s, local residents also felt that they might receive better protection
from Vermont than New York.'® Washington County’s present-day
boundaries were not established until 1813.

While the Dutch from Albany had established towns like Fort Ann,
in 1778, many other Washington County communities were created by
settlers who avoided the Hudson River corridor in favor of overland
routes from Connecticut and Massachusetts. Apparently, some of these
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New Englanders utilized trails already developed by Indians, most
likely Mohicans or Stockbridge Mohicans. One of the earliest settlers
of Hartford, Stephen Bump, was said to have arrived in the area as a
hunter in the company of Indian guides.'” The existence of Indian trails,
or networks of trails, connecting northern Washington County with
western New England is, of course, further evidence of landscapes and
travel routes that may have been familiar to the Van Guilders prior to
their exodus from Massachusetts.

Moreover, there were other settlers arriving in early Washington
County via the overland route, adding to the emerging cultural mosaic.
These were Native American groups escaping conflict and vanishing
land and livelihood in western New England. Of relevance here was a
neighborhood of West Fort Ann called Furnace Hollow:

The southern part of Furnace Hollow was formerly called “Podunk,”
from a tribe of eastern Indians of that name, who came here in search
of a secure retreat and were induced to settle by the ponds and streams
abounding with fish, the plentiful supply of game, and the safety of
the surrounding mountains. They named the Palmertown range and
designated one of the principal peaks Mount Hope, both in memory
of the eastern home from which they had come a mere remnant.'®

Originally, the Podunk were an Algonquian-speaking group from
Connecticut. Because their lives were disrupted early in the colonial
period, little is known of their cultural traditions. As late as 1761, some
Podunk may have been living near Windsor on the Connecticut River.
Like many of the southern New England Indians who took refuge
among Mohicans at Schaghticoke, the Podunk migrated north and
west as their homeland was overrun by English settlers.' It is not clear
when these people arrived in northern Washington County, although
a post-Revolution date seems plausible given the endemic warfare and
unsettled conditions in that territory from the 1750s to early 1780s.

Since West Fort Ann was a mere six miles northwest of Hartford
village, there is a good possibility that these Podunk were known to the
Van Guilders. As we will see in later chapters, there were connections
between people in Guilder Hollow and the part of West Fort Ann
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known as “Hogtown,” in reference to an early practice of woodland
foraging of swine herds.?® Later, this name seemed to acquire unsavory
connotations as a poor or disreputable neighborhood. A telling comment
on the Native American connections between the two locales derives
trom Estabrook and Davenport’s observations of a Guilder Hollow man
whose wife they characterized as “an indolent harlot, who later left her
husband to live with the Indians near L.” “L” is their numeric code for
Hogtown in West Fort Ann.**

Then there is the matter of the Hartford Indians. When Hartford
was legally incorporated as a town in 1793, the name itself derived from
a group of Native Americans who had lived in and regularly traveled
through that vicinity for some time. These people were known as the
“Hartford Indians” in reference to their origins near Hartford, Con-
necticut. Since many of the first white settlers in that area were New
Englanders from Connecticut, the name Hartford held a special reso-
nance.”” Here again is a familiar historical pattern of early uprooting of
southern New England Algonquian tribes and their search for a new
life in northern New York.

Who the Hartford Indians were originally and when they arrived in
Washington County remains murky. It is possible that they were Tunxis,
an Algonquian-speaking people originally from central Connecticut.
After the powerful pan-tribal sachem, Sequassen, sold Tunxis lands to the
English in the 1630s, the people were confined to two small reservations
near Farmington. Some Tunxis fled the area during King Philip’s War,
and by 1730 they were joined by other remnant groups from the Con-
necticut valley. At least some Tunxis settled near Hartford, Connecticut,
along with allied groups like the Paugussets. The gathering of refugee
populations in that locale may have been the origin of the “Hartford
Indians” as an ethnic label and identity. In 1761, as conditions continued to
deteriorate, many Tunxis families moved to Stockbridge, Massachusetts,
and yet others made their way to Mohawk country in the late 1770s.?

It is somewhat ironic that long before the Van Guilders moved out of
Massachusetts, southern New England Algonquian peoples had been
finding their way northward into the Berkshires, contributing to the
cultural and ethnic fabric of that region.”* These earlier migrations were,
in part, a product of the history of complex land alienations that began

60 A “New” Homeland



in the Paugusset coastal area in the 1630s and spread inland through
the early to mid-1700s. Successive waves of land sales prompted some
Indian groups to move westward and northward up the Housatonic
River where they joined other Native communities.”” The fact that the
Podunk, Tunxis, or Hartford Indians and the Van Guilders all found their
way to northern Washington County during the same post-Revolution
period is testament to the continuing ripple effect of land alienation and
community displacements that began 150 years before.*®

It is interesting that historians Isabella Brayton and John Norton
viewed the Hartford Indians in Washington County as “subjects” of the
Mohawks who gave them unfettered access to live and hunt in the region.
This association with Mohawk Iroquois squares with the information
concerning Tunxis migration to Mohawk territory in the 1770s. Hence,
there is a strong probability that the Hartford Indians were Tunxis or of
mostly Tunxis origin. Peculiarly, Brayton and Norton’s brief overview of
the aboriginal inhabitants of Hartford and Washington County makes
no mention of the Mohicans. In their view, the Mohawks claimed this
region as part of their hunting grounds, and that is where their history
begins.?” Johnson’s history of Washington County offers a similar view
of the early omnipresence of the Mohawk but does suggest that at some
point they may have abandoned the area to the Mohicans of western
Massachusetts.”® Likewise, H. P. Smith and W. S. Rann’s history of
nearby Rutland County in Vermont makes no mention of an early
Mohican presence in the area. In their view, Iroquois and Algonquian-
speaking Abenakis were the aboriginal occupants.”

It is unlikely, however, that these authors were writing about conditions
at the time of initial European contact circa 1609 or 1610, but rather of
a time affer the Mohawk defeat of the Mohicans in fur-trade-fueled
warfare that raged between 1624 and 1628. After that conflict the Mohawk
gained free access to Dutch traders at Fort Orange (later Albany), and
the Mohicans abandoned most of their land west of the Hudson River.*
The aggressive expansion of the Mohawks with the evolving fur trade,
however, is not evidence for their aboriginal occupation of areas east of
the Hudson River. Rather, all of the ethnohistorical research of the past
tew decades indicates that Mohicans were the primary inhabitants of
what is now Washington County.*" This notwithstanding, there may have
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been a certain degree of mutually accepted interpenetration of Mohican
and Mohawk territories as parties from each group occasionally traveled
afar for hunting, fishing, and trading ventures. Likewise, the Mohicans
and western Abenakis probably shared overlapping territory along the
western slopes of the Green Mountains and northward toward Otter
Creek and Lake Champlain in what is now southwestern Vermont.*?

There was also a small African American presence in Washington
County. Some of the early white settlers had slaves, including Daniel
Mason of Hartford, whose black servant girl, Peggy, was not freed until
Mason’s death in 1814. A Hartford town meeting in 1804 was “please
to enter on record the birth of a negro child, belonging to Benjamin
Townsend, son of his servant girl, Susan. The name of the child is Prince,
born October 21, 1803.”** Did the child “belong” to Townsend as chat-
tel, or was he also his biological son? While the preceding quotation
can be interpreted in several ways, there may have been a measure of
sexual license taken by white male owners with their female servants.
Whatever the case, some towns with strong New England roots, like
Granville, had no slaveholders. In other areas of Washington County,
like Salem, those families who had slaves tended to have only one or
two who were used as household servants rather than farmworkers.**
Beginning with an abolition law in 1799, slavery was gradually phased
out in New York by 1827.%

Many newly freed slaves from throughout New York, as well as the
bordering states, found their way to Washington County between 1800
and 1820. The genealogist L. Lloyd Stewart refers to this movement as
a calculated “relocation migration” as formerly enslaved people sought
opportunities as laborers and potential property owners in the emerging
post-Revolution agrarian frontier in the North country.*® Surplus lands
were available from confiscated and redistributed Loyalist properties.
Accordingly, the number of “free” people of African descent in the county
skyrocketed from 144 in 1800 to 2,815 by 1810. This dramatic increase
reflected the intentional in-migration of some 45 African American
tamilies of free status. However, their numbers were never large in the
town of Hartford, which had 185 blacks of free status in 1810 but only
3 by 1820. Granville had 274 free blacks in 1810 but only 20 by 1820.*”
The rapid plummet in the free black population indicates that the
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hoped-for opportunities for new lives and livelihoods never came to
pass. Their exodus from the area was tied to the Depression of 1807
14 and the War of 1812—15, which adversely aftected early commercial
agriculture in Washington County based on flax and wool production.
The impact was severe enough that the county’s overall population
declined by nearly 7,500 people in a few years. It is likely that most of
the county’s free blacks joined thousands of other citizens seeking land
and employment in western New York and farther west in the newly
opened frontier of the Louisiana Purchase.*®

Whether the few remaining African Americans formed endogamous
enclaves or intermarried with other people in Washington County is
of key interest for the present study. As we have seen in other parts of
the eastern United States, and particularly in the South, admixed or
mixed-race groups often have significant African American as well
as Native American and European ancestry. It is noteworthy that the
influx of free blacks occurred at the same time that the first generation
of Van Guilders was gaining a foothold in Washington County. And
like the Van Guilders, many of these black families bore surnames of
Dutch origin, such as Schuyler, Scooner, Van Buren, Van Schaick, Van
Schuyets, Van Volk, Van Vranken, and Van Woak.*” At least a couple of
the black families shared the surnames Howe and Northrup with white
families with whom the Van Guilders intermarried. Did descendants of
the early slave community, or the free blacks, intermarry with the Van
Guilders? At this time in the early 18o0s some blacks lived among and
intermarried with relocated Stockbridge Mohicans in Oneida coun-
try in New York and later in Wisconsin. Indeed, a neighborhood of
their New York reservation was known as “New Guinea.”*® However,
available evidence at this point suggests that the Van Guilders were
primarily of mixed Mohican Stockbridge and European heritage.*'
More research is needed in this area.

Stewart lists another name among the free blacks of Washington
County: Henry Nymham. In 1800 he was the male head of a family of
four living in Westfield, at that time the name for Putnam, Dresden,
and Fort Ann, immediately to the north of Hartford.* Nymham is an
intriguing name. It appears to be a variant of Nimham, which, as noted
in chapter 2 (endnotes 10 and 21), was a surname among the Wappinger
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Indians, as in the case of the leader Daniel Nimham. As the French
and Indian War intensified in 1756, many of the Wappingers, includ-
ing Daniel and Aaron Nimham, joined the Stockbridge community.*
Undoubtedly, the Nimhams were well acquainted with the Van Guilders.
How, then, should we regard the presence of Henry Nymham and the
Van Guilders in adjacent towns in Washington County at the dawn
of the nineteenth century? Was Nymham somehow connected to the
Nimhams of Stockbridge? If so, did the Van Guilders of Washington
County have any dealings with or connection to the Henry Nymham
family? Genealogical probing in this direction might bear fruit.**

The Changing Agrarian Frontier

In the aftermath of the American Revolution, Dutch farmers in south-
ern New York lost much of their economic and political influence.
Consequently, the center of agricultural production shifted to newly
developing upstate locales like Washington County. In turn, this presaged
the nineteenth-century transition from farm production for domestic
use and local circulation of bartered goods toward a more capital-
intensive production of commodities for commercial sale in both local
and distant markets.*

As the first white settlers cleared land for fields, logs from felled trees
were converted to potash and pearl ash. Potash in particular was an early
source of income. The product was hauled to Whitehall and then shipped
by boat to merchants in Canada. Horses were a rarity, reflecting the
lack of adequate pastures. For many years a variety of livestock grazed
or foraged freely on uncleared and unoccupied commons in places like
Hartford. After roving stock became a threat to crops, distinctive ear
marks were developed for cattle, sheep, and hogs that identified their
owners. Other measures included the election of pound-keepers to
manage two enclosures or pounds for holding stray stock until they
were retrieved by their owners.*® Orchards of apple and cherry trees
were often established as soon as sufficient land was cleared.

What had been a semi-wilderness zone of small pioneer farms hacked
out of dense forest was beginning to change around the time that the
Van Guilders arrived. Merino sheep were introduced to the area around
1809 and eventually helped to make Washington County a renowned
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center of the sheep industry. While less adapted to cold, inclement
weather than other breeds, Merinos were cross-bred to produce a hardier
animal with high-quality wool valued for making woolen cloth. Until
the mid-1820s, much of the wool production was retained within farm
family households. This domestic production was reinforced by a sharp
decline in prices, competition from imported woolen goods, and the
failure of many small textile mills after 1815.*

As sheep raising expanded throughout Washington County, other
forms of agriculture, such as wheat production, declined. At the same
time, the human population plummeted, since sheep farming required
relatively small amounts of labor and large tracts of pasture. This was
particularly true from 1830 to 1840, when thirteen of the seventeen towns
in the county actually lost population. Among these towns were Hartford
and Granville, the former losing more than three hundred people and
the latter between one hundred and three hundred. This was at a time
when each town had over nine thousand sheep, easily outnumbering
the human population by more than four to one.*®

In the first decades of the nineteenth century, much agricultural
work was accomplished manually. For example, the sickle was used
to reap grain and the scythe to mow hay. Heavy drinking was con-
sidered a complement to hard labor, particularly among day laborers,
who were given a customary dole of rum.*” We will return to the issue
of alcohol use later, as it assumes a prominent role in Estabrook and
Davenport’s study. Oxen were the main traction animals, since horses
remained comparatively rare. As land was gradually cleared, hillsides
were cultivated to their tops with wheat, rye, and oats. Some flax was
grown to supply domestic household linen. Sawmills provided lumber
for a growing number of frame houses, which gradually replaced earlier
log dwellings. Because money was in short supply, much exchange was
accomplished by barter. For people in Hartford, the nearest commercial
market center was in Lansingburgh, some thirty miles to the south in
Rensselaer County. Obtaining supplies from that place required an
onerous journey over rough roads, usually in winter when agricultural
work was less intense.>°

Around 1830 common lands and pounds for stray animals faded
from use. This corresponded with increases in cleared acreage and the
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erection of more stone walls and rail fences for enclosing fields. A few
years earlier, in 1825, the Erie and Champlain Canals had been com-
pleted, ushering in major transformations in transportation and the
rural economy throughout the eastern United States. Lansingburgh
and Troy quickly faded as market centers for farmers in Hartford. As
the center of wheat production shifted westward in the United States,
potatoes began replacing wheat in Hartford and other Washington
County towns. Moreover, farmers could now make short trips with
their produce to canal depots like Smith’s Basin and Dunham’s Basin.**

Domestic production of wool remained commonplace into the 1840s.
However, the establishment of several small woolen mills in Washing-
ton County shifted much production to the commercial market by the
1850s. Other wool was sold to New England textile factories through
buyers who set up markets in towns like Granville.’” A historical essay
that appeared in the Granwville Sentinel in 1875 captured the essential
transformation from a subsistence to a commercial market orientation
in the rural economy of the nineteenth century:

The early manufactures of this town were what the etymology of the
term implies hand-made. As soon as a few acres were cleared and a
cabin built, the necessities of the settlers compelled them to resort to
the growing of flax and wool to clothe their families . . . . The occupa-
tions and habits of our citizens have undergone great changes since
this early period. Our farmers, instead of keeping a few sheep and
raising a little flax to furnish their clothing and wardrobes, now run
cheese factories and raise large fields of potatoes and other vegetables
the proceeds of which supply them with all the necessaries, comforts,
and even the luxuries of life.”®

During the immediate post—Civil War period, roughly 1865 to 1880,
horse teams largely replaced oxen as the main traction animals for
agricultural work. While wheat cultivation continued to decline, Indian
corn was introduced as a new crop. Sheep and potatoes still dominated
the market trade, and dairying expanded considerably at this time with
the growth of local markets for milk and factory-made cheese and but-
ter.>* Potato production in particular flourished throughout the county,
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expedited by James M. Northrup, a produce buyer from Hartford who
developed a means of shipping potatoes to markets in New Jersey,
New York City, and Long Island.”® Generally speaking, the agricultural
economy boomed during the postwar era and provided unprecedented
prosperity for many farm families. Yet, the population of towns like
Hartford actually declined at this time. The decline was linked to the
introduction of new kinds of farm machinery, such as horse-drawn
reapers, mowers, and hay spreaders, which lessened the need for farm
laborers. At the same time, decreasing dependence on locally manufac-
tured goods of all kinds meant that many craftsmen, workers in cottage
industries, and merchants moved away from the rural hamlets to larger
villages or to cities outside the region.”®

One of these larger villages was Granville. For much of the nineteenth
century its hinterland rural economy paralleled that of Hartford. After
abundant slate deposits were discovered around 1850, a number of quarries
and mining companies were opened to provide slate for roofing and
other products. The initial quarries of rare red slate were located near the
village of Middle Granville. In 1871 other slate firms were established in
Granville town center to tap quarries of sea green slate located over the
state line near Pawlett, Vermont.?” Only a few years earlier, in 1852, the
first railroads had penetrated the county from the south. While these
bypassed Hartford, the Rutland and Washington Railroad, operated by
the Delaware and Hudson Canal Company, connected Granville with
cities and markets outside the region.’® This provided a spur to the
growth of the slate industry. In turn, boardinghouses, hotels, taverns,
and a variety of new businesses and services emerged to accommodate
the growing influx of laborers. Granville attracted hundreds of European
immigrants. Many were Welshmen with previous experience in the slate
mines of Wales. By the late nineteenth century, Granville was a small
industrial town with a culturally diverse population and a quasi-urban
atmosphere that set it apart from the rest of the township and from
neighboring Hartford. As reported in the Granville Sentinel in 1877,
new vices appeared that offended the sensibilities of longtime residents:

We are creditably informed that there is a cock-pit in Granville, flour-
ishing in all the disgusting details which characterizes that heathenish
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sport; and that not a few of our citizens who lay claim to the title of
“gentleman,” are frequenters of that place. . .. There is some excuse
for the city cock fighter, who has, from childhood, been educated in
sin, and reared in all species of iniquity, and who knows nothing of
the wickedness of his sport, except as dealt out by Bergh’s bureau of
“cruelty to animals.” But in the town of Granville, where Christianity
predominates, and where every child is reared in the Sunday school,
and has had all the advantages of a good, Christian education, there
is no excuse—save it be a case of natural depravity.”’

In the late 1870s there was alarm regarding a large and growing con-
tingent of drunken, unruly men on the streets of Granville. Since licensed
liquor dealers had been slowly put out of business through church-
organized temperance efforts, there was also concern about the demor-
alizing impact of an illicit liquor trade. Indeed, liquor sales flourished as
part of an underground economy for many years until legal sales were
restored in the early 1890s.* Alcohol sales and consumption also violated
a no-license policy in Hartford for many years until a Law and Order
League emerged in 1896 to enforce the law.*"

The cultural landscape Estabrook and Davenport found in Guilder
Hollow in 1911 would be shaped by some other changes in agrarian
life and society emerging after the turn of the century. There was a
shift from cheese making toward commercial milk production with a
concomitant increase in the size of cow herds. Holsteins and Ayrshires
replaced older breeds like Durham cattle. At the same time, there was a
shift from traditional horse breeds used in all-purpose farming toward
heavier draft breeds. Large specialized dairy barns and facilities required
significant capital investments, and the year-round, binding nature of
milk production left little time for other activities. A local branch of
the Dairymen’s League was organized to protect the farmers’ interests
against the cost-cutting actions of the private milk companies.**

With the move toward specialized milk production, potato farming
declined. Specialization also meant that some tracts of land fell out of
production and reverted to overgrown pasture or forest. The need for
tarm laborers also declined, making rural life more isolative and isolating
than in the past. As opportunities to inherit farms or remain in agricul-
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ture dwindled, there was an out-migration of younger people from the
countryside, in some ways echoing the post—Civil War exodus of people
from the rural hamlets. Moreover, many prominent farm families who
had accumulated wealth in the late nineteenth century moved off their
farmsteads to retire in town centers like Granville and Hudson Falls.®®
'The paradox of burgeoning agrarian capitalism in the midst of declin-
ing rural villages also held consequences for those who remained in the
countryside without sharing in the prosperity of their neighbors. Over
the course of a century, the people of Guilder Hollow lived in close prox-
imity to the large-scale sheepherders, the big potato farmers, and the suc-
cessful dairymen. Yet, economically and socially they were worlds apart.
'The Van Guilders had contributed to the birth and growth of Washing-
ton County, but their place in society was radically different than their
neighbors’. Why this was the case will be addressed in chapter 4.

The Ethos of Progress and the Plight of the Poor

'The local histories of towns like Granville and Hartford are justifiably
proud of the accomplishments of their citizens. These narratives are
also quintessentially American in their fleeting mention of aboriginal
inhabitants followed by the saga of early settlers clearing the land and
the building up of farms, villages, churches, mills, and commercial
enterprises into an ever expanding apotheosis of prosperity and well-
being. This was the ethos of progress, an artifact of nineteenth-century
evolutionist thought that things were always progressing toward a better
state of affairs. Transmuted to American popular and political thought,
this became a Babbitt-like drumbeat of advancement toward the bigger
and better, a steady inevitable movement from pioneer simplicity toward
civilized refinement, from undeveloped to developed, from the rustic
yesteryear to the modern here and now.

The collective conscience of the prosperous farming class that
emerged toward the end of the nineteenth century is captured by
Brayton and Norton:

The families lived better as a whole than ever before, and now drove
about in carriages with fine spans of horses. None would think of
stepping into the ordinary farm wagon and sit in a chair to go to
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church. Most of the women folks had much more spare time now, due
to the ending of their duties at the spinning wheel and dash churn.
The spinning wheel was no doubt laid aside with a sigh of relief, to
become a relic. The farmsteads were kept up trim and neat, and with
well painted house and barns, almost presented that singularly well
groomed appearance which they are pictured to have in the engravings
in the County History of that period. Lack of success was considered
disgraceful, for due to circumstances it was the sure sign of lack of
thrift. The sense of well being and accomplished hopes of the time
are somehow expressed in the pictures there engraved.®

The phrase “lack of success was considered disgraceful” has a strong tone
of disapproval, if not condemnation, of those who did not partake in the
growth of the rural economy and display their bounty in well-appointed
houses and barns, carriage horses, and other outward signs of success.
For every prosperous farm, however, there were many more small and
medium-sized operations that simply lacked adequate land and capital
to compete with the elite class. Moreover, there were people with little
or no land who struggled to make ends meet, often as laborers on large
farms or in the mills and factories. These were the working poor.

There was also an underclass of non-working poor. In the early nine-
teenth century many towns in Washington County developed formal
policies to care for these citizens. From 1801 to 1821 in Hartford there
are continuous records of arrangements whereby “paupers,” often elderly
persons or widows and their children, were to be “sold to the highest
bidder,” that is, cared for by a family who bid for the responsibility and
then was reimbursed by the town. In 1806, for example, the widow
Phoebe Carpenter was “bidden off” by Isaac W. Clary at 75 cents a week.
Others were “bidden oft” or “struck oft” at a rates of $1.85 to $4.00 per
week with varying arrangements for clothing and a doctor’s attention
as determined by the poormaster and justice of the peace.®®

'The bidding system appeared to be a compassionate solution for pro-
tecting the community’s most vulnerable citizens. After all, an elderly,
destitute, or disabled person might be placed in the home of a family
he or she already knew, a neighbor or possibly a kinsman. It is not
clear precisely when the practice of bidding off ended. However, as the
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population grew, with a concomitant increase in the number of paupers,
it is likely that the town governments found their care increasingly
burdensome. In any case, a county facility, the Washington County
Poorhouse, was established in 1827 near the village of Argyle. By 1856
the facility held 112 people, of whom 20 were classified as “lunatics” and
40 were children. It was common to refer to the residents generally as
“inmates.” The residents shared in a variety of farming and domestic
chores and raised most of their own food from the 240 acres of land
surrounding the institution.®

Who ended up in the poorhouse were not always the chronically
impoverished, poorly educated, alcoholic, or mentally unstable, although
people with such histories often spent time there. Others had led pro-
ductive lives and, then, through some misfortune or chance event lost
their savings or livelihood, as shown in the following excerpt from a
letter written by a resident of the Washington County Poorhouse in 1862:

When three score and ten years, of my life have gone by, mostly
occupied in school teaching, I found that I had not laid by enough
of my wages, to enable me to subsist without labor of some kind, the
community generally said I was too old to labor at farming. I asked
myself what I must do, and decided that I would try the County
House. . .. The crime that brought us here is poverty and I think that
the Bible speaks of the poor, as favorable as the rich.*’

If the Van Guilders and their relatives perpetuated lives of profound
poverty and degeneracy over many generations, as Estabrook and Dav-
enport contend, we would expect that some of these people found their
way to the poorhouse. While admissions records are not available, Rich-
ard Wilson has meticulously examined the death and burial records for
residents of the Washington County Poorhouse. He analyzed several
kinds of gravestone and burial data for the period spanning 1827 to the
early 1950s. Among the more than fourteen hundred names retrieved
trom these records, however, only two are Van Guilders: a woman who
died in 1857 and a man who died in 1929.°® Eight other deceased residents
had surnames from several key families who had intermarried with the
Van Guilders beginning in the early 18oos: Orcutt, Seeley, Stark, Turk,
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and Winchell. On the face of it, ten residents out of fourteen hundred
seems like a very low frequency. Were the eugenicists exaggerating
the Van Guilders’ impoverishment? Or were these people coping with
scarce resources in ways that kept them from the poorhouse and other
government services? We will return to this issue later.

During the same period that witnessed the rise of the prosperous
farming class in the 1870s, there was growing public concern about
“tramps.” Individuals who seemed to have no visible means of support,
no residence, and no known ties to the community were regarded with
suspicion, if not contempt. The itinerant behavior of the tramps, who
wandered from one locale to another with no apparent destination or
goal in mind other than larceny, was unsettling and menacing to estab-
lished residents in Hartford and Granville. The following item, titled
“Depradations of Tramps,” appeared in the Granville Sentinel in 1876:

A number of farmers in different parts of Washington County are
just now suftering from the depredations of a class of miserable vag-
abonds, who nearly every night by some kind of thieving operation
make it evident that they are around, but who have as yet evaded
apprehension. Recently the barn of a Mr. Hitchcock, who resides
about one mile south of Whitehall, was visited by representatives
of the above class, who very coolly butchered one of his best cows,
dressed it, and leaving the hide upon the barn floor, made oft with the
beef. The operation was performed within 100 feet of Mr. Hitchcock’s
residence, while he and his family were asleep, and yet they were
ignorant of the whole affair until the following morning. During the
same night, a neighbor of Mr. Hitchcock was the victim of the same
or a like gang. His entire crop of corn, which had been gathered and
placed in the barn, was quietly husked and carried away.*’

Tramps were common in newspaper reporting well into the 189os,
much as stabbings and shootings dominate local Tv news today. Unkempt
strangers passing through town or through the countryside were seen as
a potential threat to local families and their property. The railroad station
platform in Granville was frequently the site of crowds of “idlers and
drunken loafers” who mobbed the departing passengers from arriving
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trains.”® The nature of this nearly daily “jostling” suggests that at least
some of the tramps and ruffians were engaged in pickpocketing and
other criminal activity.”" Some of the tramping behavior was cyclical
or seasonal. A mid-April newspaper column for nearby East Dorset,
Vermont, reported an “uncommonly good sugar season” after first noting
that “the listers [i.e., tramps] have commenced their annual rounds.””

Symbolically, these men threatened the prevailing ethos of agrarian
progress and prosperity. A tramp was the antithesis of the hardworking
tarmer, quarry worker, or merchant: the rootless, impoverished loner
versus the stable, provident, community member. In short, tramps rep-
resented chaos and the breakdown of respectable society. The increasing
number of such individuals toward the end of the nineteenth century
was vexing to those who were successful in life. Rather than viewing
the unemployed as a by-product of capitalist expansion, however, it
was easier for most to dismiss tramps as defective people who lacked
a work ethic and progressive spirit. Their own weaknesses forced them
to roam the countryside rather than settling down to steady work and
a permanent home. Indeed, the very act of roaming or “wandering,”
which offended the readers of the Granville Sentinel, became a near
obsession in Estabrook and Davenport’s work. As we will see in chapter
6, they internalized the prevailing view of “wandering” as something
disreputable and defective and then proceeded to demonize an entire
people for allegedly exhibiting such behavior. In this regard, their views
mirrored American popular sentiment, which, since the 1870s, had been
heavily influenced by editorial campaigns against the “vagrant classes”
and had appeared in periodicals like Scribner’s Monthly.”
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4

From Pioneers to Outcastes

Although the general run of people were pretty well provided for and
seem to have been contented, the poor were with them.

—ISABELLA BRAYTON and JOHN NORTON, Zhe Story of Hartford

Settling the Hollow

If the people of Guilder Hollow were “wanderers,” were they tramps in
the conventional sense? This is highly improbable given that the Van
Guilders were known citizens, not strangers, who had a long presence
in Hartford and Granville. When they migrated from western Massa-
chusetts, no doubt they had brought with them traditional economic
patterns that combined subsistence hunting, fishing, and horticulture
and required an annual round of calculated movements between different
parts of the landscape. Ted Brasser’s overview of Mohican livelihood at
the Stockbridge Mission in the mid-eighteenth century gives a sense of
everyday realities with which the Van Guilders would have been familiar:

Hunting groups were frequently gone for a long time. In late Feb-
ruary, most Indians disappeared to make sugar in the maple forests,
in May they left to plant corn in their garden plots near the old
village sites, and in June most of the men went oft to help the Dutch
farmers in the harvest."

These patterns persisted in hybridized form even as the mission
clergy and English settlers introduced European forms of agriculture,
material culture, social behavior, and religion. In addition to traditional
cultivation of corn, beans, and squash in howed-up hills, some Stock-
bridge Indians were farming large plowed and fenced fields with grains
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of European origin as well as raising cattle, horses, and hogs. Despite
these introduced changes, much of the farming work remained in the
hands of women. An exception here was the men’s midsummer harvest
work on Dutch farms in New York. That was followed by a period of
fall hunting for deer, bear, beaver, otter, raccoon, and other animals.?
Some of this subsistence hunting was combined with a market trade
in skins as opposed to furred pelts. Apparently, deerskins and other
hides continued to be marketable commodities after beaver became
scarce and as the importance of the fur trade in the overall economy of
New York and New England declined in the early eighteenth century.?
Shortly after setting up maple sugaring sites in mid- to late February,
Stockbridge women and children conducted most of the actual sugar
making over the ensuing six to eight weeks while men hunted moose in
their mountainous winter habitat. However, by the 1730s this late-winter
moose-hunting pattern may have been on the wane. While there is
scant documentary evidence regarding fishing and the gathering of wild
plants, no doubt both were important in the Stockbridge subsistence
economy. After ginseng plants (Panax quinquefolium) were “discovered”
in the Berkshire highlands in the early 1750s, Stockbridge people were
involved in gathering these for the London market.* That short-lived
boom lasted only a few years, but it may have resonated with those
Mohicans who gathered medicinal plants for traditional curing purposes.

While the Van Guilders adopted some of the agrarian practices of the
Karners, their German Palatine affinal relatives,’ these were probably
integrated with older forms of seasonal nomadism between summer
garden plots, autumn hunting grounds, and late-winter sugaring sites.
However, acculturation is rarely a one-way street. Some of the indigenous
knowledge and values that the Van Guilders retained from the Mohican
or Stockbridge side of their family were undoubtedly passed along to
their Euro-American spouses and, ultimately, to their children. Viewed
in this light, the non-Native partner or spouse may have exp