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that Native Americans and New Netherlanders hunted, smoked, ate, and 
drank together, shared their faith while traveling in a canoe, and slept in 
each other’s homes. Such details emerge in documents written by New 
Netherlanders like Megapolensis. Author of the most accurate account of 
the Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawks) by a Dutch Reformed minister, Megapolensis 
provides a window into the influence and limits of the Dutch Reformation 
upon the dynamic, multifaceted relationships that developed in the early 
modern Northeastern Woodlands.

Megapolensis came of age when Dutch Reformed theologians looked to the 
Bible to incorporate Indians into a Reformed worldview. In so doing, they 
characterized Indians as “blind Gentiles” to whom the Dutch were being 
called, by God, to present the gospel through the preaching of the Bible and 
the Christian conduct of colonists, which necessitated social interaction. 
This characterization ultimately informed the instructions given to those 
heading to New Netherland, raised expectations among the clergy and lay 
chaplains who served in the colony, and prefigured the reciprocal, intimate 
relationships that developed between Indians and New Netherlanders 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Stephen T. Staggs is an independent historian who holds a PhD and 
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research focuses on the impact of the interactions that took place between 
Indigenous, African, and European peoples in early modern North America.
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 Notes on Usage

This work is based on a variety of original Dutch sources located in archives 
and special collection libraries on both sides of the Atlantic. Where I quote 
from Dutch-language documents that have appeared in published transla-
tion, I have relied on the existing translation unless otherwise noted. All 
other translations from the Dutch are mine. Most of the time I have used 
“Gentiles” when referring to the heidenen or biblical “Others” and “Indians” 
when referring to Native Americans. However, when I am analyzing original 
Dutch terms in the body of the manuscript, the original Dutch is used and 
italicized.

In the body I use the autonym and topynyms Native North Americans 
used for themselves and the places within their ancestral homelands. 
Certainly, there is great power in naming. In the biblical story of creation, 
God gave Adam the power to name the animals. As a result, the power of 
naming came to mean the power over creation for many Judeo-Christians. 
This understanding colored the encounters between Christian colonizers 
and the Indigenous peoples of the Americas. Christian colonizers often 
named geographic features and locations after European explorers or 
places. In addition, many of the traditional names they adopted for Native 
American groups derived from their enemies. For example, the exonym 
“Mohawk” apparently derived from a Narragensett word for “cannibal.” 
So, to acknowledge the sovereignty and self-determination of the original 
inhabitants of North America, I use autonyms and toponyms when referring 
to specif ic Indigenous peoples and places whenever possible.1

In the notes, the f irst reference is to the original document, in the order 
of title, repository, collection, document, and page number. This is followed 
between parentheses by the document’s date and, when available, a reference 
to a published translation. The original Dutch sources from the New York 
State Archives have been given the English titles assigned by Edmund 
O’Callaghan in the Calendar of Historical Manuscripts in the Office of the 
Secretary of State, Albany, N.Y. and Documents Relative to the Colonial History 

1 Peter d’Errico, “Native American Indian Studies: A Note on Names,” accessed June 12, 2021, 
https://www.umass. edu/legal/derrico/name.html; Rowland Robinson, “Settler Colonialism and 
Native Ghosts: An Autoethnographic Account of the Imaginarium of Late Capitalist/Colonialist 
Storytelling” (PhD diss., University of Waterloo, 2020), xxi–xxii; Robert Manning Stevens, “From 
‘Iroquois Cruelty’ to the Mohawk Warrior Society: Stereotyping and Strategic Uses of a Reputation 
for Violence,” in Violence and Indigenous Communities: Confronting the Past and Engaging the 
Present, eds. Susan Sleeper-Smith, Jeffrey Ostler, and Joshua L. Reid (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 2021), 150.

https://www.umass
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of the State of New York. Unless explicitly stated otherwise, all the dates are 
in the New Style, since the new Gregorian calendar was in use in Holland, 
Zeeland, and Nieuw Nederland (New Netherland). In the rest of the Dutch 
Republic as well as England and the English colonies, the Julian calendar 
style or Old Style was used. Throughout the seventeenth century, Old Style 
dates were ten days behind those in the New Style.



 Introduction

This work analyzes the impact of the Dutch Reformation upon the cross-
cultural relations between the Indians and Europeans living in the early 
modern Northeastern Woodlands.1 These interactions took place between 
several different Indian, African, and European peoples. Counted among the 
Native North Americans were autonomous Muhhekunneuw (Mahican) and 
Lunaapeew (Lenape) communities along the Muhheakantuck (Hudson River) 
and Lenapewihittuck (Delaware River); Narragansetts, Mohegan-Pequots, 
and other groups living in southern New England and Suanhacky (Long 
Island); and the Susquehannock and Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) peoples 
of the interior. Among the Africans were free and enslaved Creole, Wolof, 
Mandika, Bamana (Bambara), Ausa (Hausa), Akan, Aja, Yoruba, Igbo, Bisi 
Kongo (Kongo), Ambundu (Mbundu), Ovimbundu, and Malagasy peoples 
while the Europeans included Walloon, Dutch, English, Scottish, Irish, 
Huguenot, Jewish, German, Swedish, Italian, and Croat peoples who occupied 
settlements along the Lenapewihittuck, Muhheakantuck, and Kwenitegw 
(Connecticut River).2

1 Bruce M. Trigger, “Introduction,” in Handbook of North American Indians, ed. Bruce M. 
Trigger (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 1978), 15:1. Trigger def ines the Northeastern 
Woodlands as a cultural area comprising the present-day Northeastern and Midwestern regions 
of the United States and Southeastern Canada.
2 Robert S. Grumet, Manhattan to Minisink: American Indian Place Names in Greater New 
York and Vicinity (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 6–7; Robert S. Grumet, First 
Manhattans: A History of the Indians of Greater New York (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
2011), 11, 16; William A. Starna, From Homeland to New Land: A History of the Mahican Indians, 
1600–1830 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), xv; Paul Otto, The Dutch–Munsee Encounter 
in America: The Struggle for Sovereignty in the Hudson Valley (New York: Berghahn Books, 2006), 2, 
4–5; Graham Russell Hodges, Root & Branch: African Americans in New York & East Jersey, 1613–1863 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 9, 27; John Thornton, Africa and Africans 
in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400–1800 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 
118–119, 187–196; Nathan Nunn, “Shackled to the Past: The Causes and Consequences of Africa’s 
Slave Trades,” in Natural Experiments of History, eds. Jared Diamond and James A. Robinson 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2010), 8; Andrea C. Mosterman, Spaces of Enslavement: A History 
of Slavery and Resistance in Dutch New York (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2021), 6; Jaap Jacobs, 
Een zegenrijk gewest: Nieuw-Nederland in de zeventiende eeuw (Amsterdam: Samenwerkende 

Staggs, St.T., Calvinists & Indians in the Northeastern Woodlands. Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2023.
doi 10.5117/9789463723770_intro
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The Muhhekunneuw were Eastern Algonquian-speaking peoples who oc-
cupied lands on both sides of the Muhheakantuck from Papscanee Island 
south to about northern Dutchess County, and from the eastern edge of the 
Catskill Mountains in the west to the Housatonic Valley and the Sankhannek 
(Roeliff Jansen Kill) in the east.3 The Lunaapeew were linguistically and 
culturally similar groups that occupied the Lenapewihittuck river valley 
and certain adjacent areas at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The 
Lunaapeew who spoke Munsee inhabited the northern part of Lenapehoking 
(homelands of the Lenape), which included what is now northern New Jersey 
and southeastern New York. These Munsee-speaking bands included the 
Navesinks, Raritans, Hackensacks, Tappans, Minisinks, Esopus, Wappingers, 

Uitgeverijen Prometheus-Bert Bakker, 1999), 102–103; Jaap Jacobs, New Netherland: A Dutch 
Colony in Seventeenth-Century America (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 91–92; David Steven Cohen, “How 
Dutch Were the Dutch of New Netherland?” New York History 62, no. 1 (January 1981), 43–60; 
Stephen P. Stanne, Roger P. Panetta, and Brian E. Forist, The Hudson: An Illustrated Guide to the 
Living River (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2007), 7, 93; Joseph Laurent, New Familiar 
Abenakis and English Dialogues (Quebec: Leger Brosseau, 1884), 209. The Muhhekkunneuw and 
Lunaapeew peoples called the river now known by many as the Hudson the Muhheakantuck, 
meaning the “river that f lows two ways.” The Wôbanakiak (Abenaki) people referred to the river 
now known by many as the Connecticut the Kwenitegw, meaning “long river.”
3 T. J. Brasser, “Mahican,” in HNAI, 15:198; Starna, Homeland to New Land, 101–106; Proceedings 
of the New York State Historical Association (New York: New York State Historical Association, 
1906), 6:47. Sankhannek is an Indigenous word that means “Flintstone Creek.” In Dutch a kil is 
a stream or creek.

Fig. 1. Munsee Fishermen, len F. tantillo (2020).
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Kichtawanks, Sinsinks, Rechgawawanks, and Wiechquaeskecks. As they 
migrated west in the 1700s, many of these Lunaapeew came to be known 
as either Delawares or Munsees.4 The Lunaapeew groups who spoke Unami 
occupied the southern part of Lenapehoking, which included present-day 
southern New Jersey and a small portion of eastern Pennsylvania and 
northeastern Delaware.

At the time of earliest contact with Europeans in the sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, the Indians of southern New England and 
Suanhacky shared a single cultural pattern. According to Bert Salwen, 
they “all spoke closely related Algonquian languages, obtained their food 
by combining maize-beans-squash horticulture with the collecting of 
land and sea fauna and wild plants, and engaged in very similar social, 

4 Ives Goddard, “Delaware,” in HNAI, 15:213–216; Robert S. Grumet, “‘We Are Not So Great Fools’” 
(PhD diss., Rutgers: The State University of New Jersey, 1979), 5–6, 24; Charles E. Stickney, “The 
Town of Minisink,” in The History of Orange County, New York, ed. Russel Headley (Middletown, 
NY: Van Deusen and Elms, 1908), 280–281. Long before Europeans arrived, the Lunaapeew settled 
along the Twischsawkin (Wallkill River). Archaeologists have uncovered evidence of their homes, 
clay pots, tools, and scutes (bony plates) that cover the back of sturgeons, which testify to the 
skills required to land f ish that can grow to ten feet in length and weigh hundreds of pounds. 
In Munsee Fishermen (see f igure 1), Tantillo depicts four Lunaapeew f ishermen hauling in a 
250-pound sturgeon that they caught using a f ish trap.

Fig. 2. the Northeastern Woodlands, ca. 1550 (drawn by Jason van horn).
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political, and religious practices centered on the village as the basic social 
unit.” While the Narragansetts occupied most of present-day Rhode Island 
between Narragansett Bay and Weekapaug (now part of Westerly, Rhode 
Island), the Mohegan-Pequots occupied the vast majority of what is now 
eastern Connecticut during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.5

As for the Susquehannocks, Captain John Smith of England reported that, 
in 1608, he was visited by sixty Indians who he identif ied as the Sasquesaha-
nough (Susquehannocks) living along the Siskëwahane (Susquehanna River) 
and its branches whereas the Dutch referred to the Susquehannocks as the 
Minquaes (Minquas). The archaeological record identif ies the Susquehan-
nocks as a culturally distinct Iroquoian people at about 1550 when they 
were living in scattered villages along the North Branch of the Siskëwahane 
between Wyoming Valley and present-day Binghamton, New York.6 The 
territory of the Haudenosaunee—the Onöndowa’ga (Seneca), Gayogohó:no’ 
(Cayuga), Onöñda’gega’ (Onondaga), Onyota’a:ka (Oneida), Kanien’kehá:ka 
(Mohawk), and, after 1722, the Skarù:rę (Tuscarora) peoples—stretched 
from Ioskóhare (Schoharie Creek) west of Schenectady to the Čunehstí-yu• 
(Genesee River). After 1534, the Haudenosaunee expanded to include new 
places and peoples, establishing communities along the northern shore of 
Oniatarí:io (Lake Ontario), the Kaniatarowanénhne (St. Lawrence River) 
valley, and the Pennsylvania backcountry.7

As late as 2003 William Starna characterized the state of Indian–Dutch 
studies as one marked by “missed and missing opportunities.” Despite the 
availability of relevant ethnographic and ethnohistoric data and knowledge-
able analyses as well as the translation of a trove of seventeenth-century 
Dutch records of Nieuw Nederland (New Netherland) by Charles Gehring 
and Janny Venema, the tendency to portray the Dutch as a people who, 
generally speaking, lacked curiosity about Indians, made no serious attempt 

5 Bert Salwen, “Indians of Southern New England and Long Island,” in HNAI, 15:160–161, 172–173: 
Francis Joseph O’Brien, Jr., American Indian Place Names in Rhode Island: Past & Present, https://
sites.rootsweb.com/~rigenweb/ IndianPlaceNames9.html#W. According to O’Brien, Weekapaug 
is an Indigenous word that means “at the head (or end) of the pond.”
6 Francis Jennings, “Susquehannock,” in HNAI 15:362–363, 367.
7 William N. Fenton, “Northern Iroquoian Culture Patterns,” in HNAI, 15:296; Jon Parmenter, 
The Edge of the Woods: Iroquoia, 1534–1701 (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2010), 
xi–xiv, 143, 187, 265. The Haudenosaunee (“People of the Longhouse”) are commonly known as the 
Iroquois or Six Nations. Following a bloody war with European colonists and their Indian allies in 
Carolina (1711–1713), the Skarù:ręˀ survivors migrated north, formally joining the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy in 1722–1723.

https://sites.rootsweb.com/~rigenweb/
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~rigenweb/
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to convert Indians, maintained a social distance from Indians, and were only 
interested in developing a commercial relationship with Indians persisted.8

Yet, more nuanced analyses did appear as scholars began integrating or 
centering Indians into the mainstream of North American history.9 Others 

8 William A. Starna, “Assessing Indian–Dutch Studies: Missed and Missing Opportunities,” 
New York History 84 (2003), 8–9. See John Fiske, Dutch and Quaker Colonies in America (Boston: 
Houghton-Mifflin Company, 1899), 1:v–vi, 294; E. B. O’Callaghan, History of New Netherland (New 
York: D. Appleton, 1845–1848), 2:319, 338; J. R. Brodhead, History of the State of New York (New York: 
Harper and Brothers, 1859–1871), 1:746; Frederick J. Zwierlein, Religion in New Netherland: A History 
of the Development of the Religious Conditions in the Province of New Netherland (Rochester: John 
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offered social and religious analyses of the motivations and activities of the 
Dutch in spreading the Reformed religion overseas during the early modern 
period (ca. 1450–1800).10 These studies underscored the importance of examin-
ing social and religious exchanges—including the ways in which perceptions 
of the “Other” prefigured or shaped those exchanges—to gain a more complete 
understanding of relations in Nieuw Nederland.11 In so doing, they suggested 
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the Mohawk–Mahican War to the Beaver Wars: Questioning the Pattern,” Ethnohistory 51, no. 4 
(2004): 725–750; Otto, Dutch–Munsee Encounter; James Bradley, Before Albany: An Archaeology of 
Native–Dutch Relations in the Capital Region 1600–1664 (Albany: New York State Museum Bulletin 
509, 2007); Kees-Jan Waterman, “To Do Justice to Him and Myself”: Evert Wendell’s Account Book of 
the Fur Trade with Indians in Albany, New York, 1695–1726 (Philadelphia: Lightning Rod Press, 2008); 
William A. Starna, “The Native–Dutch Experience in the Mohawk Valley,” Explorers, Fortunes and 
Love Letters, ed. Martha Dickinson Shattuck (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2009), 
27–38; Robert S. Grumet, The Munsee Indians: A History (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
2009); Parmenter, Edge of the Woods; Tom Arne Midtrød, “The Flemish Bastard and the Former 
Indians: Métis and Identity in Seventeenth-Century New York,” American Indian Quarterly 34.1 
(Winter 2010): 83–108; Mark Meuwese, Brothers in Arms, Partners in Trade: Dutch–Indigenous 
Alliances in the Atlantic World, 1595–1674 (Leiden: Brill Academic Publishers, 2012).
10 Relatively recent studies include D. L. Noorlander, Heaven’s Wrath: The Protestant Reformation 
and the Dutch West India Company in the Atlantic World (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019); 
Charles H. Parker, Global Calvinism: Conversion and Commerce in the Dutch Empire, 1600–1800 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2022). Earlier studies include Leendert Jan Joosse, “Scoone 
dingen sijn Swaere Dingen”: Een Onderzoek naar de Motieven en Activiteiten in de Nederlanden 
tot Verbreiding van de Gereformeerde Religie gedurende de Eerste Helft van de Zeventiende Eeuw 
(Leiden: J. J. Groen en Zoon, 1992); Willem Frijhoff, Wegen van Evert Willemsz: Een Hollands 
weeskind op zoek naar zichzelf, 1607–1647 (Nijmegen: Sun, 1995); Benjamin Schmidt, Innocence 
Abroad: The Dutch Imagination and the New World, 1570–1670 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001); Mark Meuwese, “Dutch Calvinism and Native Americans: A Comparative Study of 
the Motivations for Protestant Conversion among the Tupís in Northeastern Brazil (1630–1651) 
and the Mohawks in Central New York (1690–1710),” in The Spiritual Conversion of the Americas, 
ed. James Muldoon (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004), 118–141; Willem Frijhoff, 
Fulfilling God’s Mission: The Two Worlds of Dominie Everardus Bogardus, 1607–1647, trans. Myra 
Heerspink Scholz (Leiden: Brill, 2007); Leendert Jan Joosse, Geloof in de Nieuwe Wereld: Ontmoeting 
met Afrikanen en Indianen (1600–1700) (Kampen: Uitgeverij Kok, 2008).
11 The “Other” is a concept of difference that originated in the philosophy of Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel and has since been developed and widely discussed in the social sciences, 



INtroduC tIoN 23

that the Dutch did have a strong desire to convert Indians to Christianity 
and supported the contention that the Dutch were curious about Indians and 
developed relatively interdependent relationships with their Indian neighbors.12

Still, there are certain aspects of the relationships between the peoples 
of the Northeastern Woodlands and the Low Countries that have still to be 
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explored. Yet to be studied are the ways in which Reformed theologians in the 
Dutch Republic conceptualized Indians during the late sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries as well as the extent to which these conceptualizations 
affected the interactions between the peoples living in the Northeastern 
Woodlands during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The directions 
given to Reformed ziekentroosters (comforters of the sick) and predikanten 
(preachers) sent overseas by the directors of the Classis of Amsterdam, the 
Geoctroyeerde West-Indische Compagnie (Chartered West India Company 
or WIC), and the patroons, and the extent to which they followed these 
directions has not been examined in great depth either.13 A close study of 
the evolution of the perceptions Indians and colonists developed of one 
another has yet to be offered as well.

This work draws on the f ields of anthropology, archaeology, art history, 
cartography, ethnography, history, linguistics, psychology, and theology. In 
so doing, it juxtaposes and analyzes textual, visual, and material evidence 
in an interdisciplinary way. The resulting insights challenge the enduring 
notion that Indigenous peoples and Nieuw Nederlanders maintained a 
social distance between one another, that intimacy between them proved 
elusive, and that Indians and Dutch Reformed clergy could not “overcome” 
the “exacting, exclusionary standards of membership” in the Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Kerk (NGK) (Dutch Reformed Church).14 Instead, the evidence 
shows Indians and Nieuw Nederlanders (New Netherlanders) hunting, 
smoking, eating, and drinking together, sharing their faith while traveling 
in a canoe, and sleeping in each other’s bedrooms. Such details emerge in 
documents written by Nieuw Nederlanders like Dominee (Reverend) Johannes 
van Mecklenberg (Megapolensis). Author of the most accurate and nuanced 
account of the Kanien’kehá:ka by a Dutch Reformed minister, Megapolensis 
provides a window into the influence and limits of the Dutch Reformation 
upon the dynamic and multifaceted relationships that developed between 
the Native and European peoples living in the Northeastern Woodlands 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. So, the following narrative 
surveys the broad contours of his life.

The f irst chapter examines Megapolensis’s influences. He came of age 
when Dutch Reformed theologians looked to the Bible to incorporate Indians 
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into a Reformed worldview. In so doing, they characterized Indians as 
blinde heydenen (blind Gentiles) to whom the Dutch were being called, 
by God, to present the gospel through the preaching of the Bible and 
the Christian conduct of colonists, which of course necessitated social 
interaction. This characterization ultimately informed the instructions 
given to those heading to Nieuw Nederland, raised expectations among the 
ziekentroosters and predikanten who served in the colony, and pref igured 
the reciprocal, intimate relationships that developed between Indians and 
Nieuw Nederlanders.

Chapters two and three examine the period between 1627 and 1652 
when Nieuw Nederlanders struggled to survive. It highlights the efforts, 
and sources of inspiration, of the leaders of the WIC and NGK in Amsterdam 
who consistently instructed ziekentroosters and predikanten to proselytize 
among the Indians. In 1642 Johannes Megapolensis accepted their call 
to establish a church and community “among the Christians and blind 
Gentiles.” He quickly realized the extent to which Nieuw Nederlanders relied 
on their Gentile Indian neighbors. Indeed, Indians secured their survival 
by unwittingly living out the gospel: Indians provided them with food and 
taught them how to clear the land, cultivate corn, f ish the local waters, hunt 
turkeys, and construct and use canoes and snowshoes.

Chapters four and f ive explore the period (1652–1664) wherein Megapo-
lensis witnessed Indians and Nieuw Nederlanders becoming more intimately 
acquainted. This was a period in which relations were marked to a greater 
degree than ever by interdependence and familiarity. Ironically, this familiar-
ity bred contempt among colonial off icials trying to assert their authority.

The f inal chapter surveys the years following the capitulation of Nieuw 
Nederland to the English in 1664. A close study of the records of the records 
of the Dutch Reformed colonial churches reveals that by 1698 approximately 
eight percent of the adult Kanien’kehá:ka population had become com-
municant members of the Dutch Reformed churches, which was no small 
feat given the literate nature of Protestantism and the systematic process of 
conversion demanded of those making profession of faith. These professions 
were certainly a result of the earlier groundwork laid by the Kanien’kehá:ka 
and Nieuw Nederlanders such as Megapolensis who established personal re-
lationships with one another. By 1754, at least 368 Indians had been baptized; 
the vast majority of whom were babies born to the Indian communicant 
members of the Dutch Reformed Church. In the end, the examination of 
records that have been either ignored or underused in terms of Indian–Dutch 
relations shows that both sides were interested in developing both spiritual 
and social relationships as well as commercial relationships.




