NEH Request
WFCR-FM, Amherst, MA





I.  The Narrative Essay

1.  The Nature of the Request

Radio Station WFCR (FM), a National Public Radio affiliate licensed to the University of Massachusetts - Amherst, seeks to produce "The Many Voices of 1704", a series of eight features on the Attack on Deerfield, Massachusetts in 1704.  This project is being conducted in concert with the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association (PVMA), a nationally recognized history museum and library, that has been awarded $300,000 by the National Endowment for the Humanities, a premier interactive web-based program, "The Many Stories of 1704:  Conflict and Cultures in the Colonial Northeast".  WFCR seeks to produce the series as a companion to the web project.  The audio gathered for this series would be used not only on-air, but would also be added to the web project at PVMA, and in a museum exhibit being prepared jointly by PVMA and Historic Deerfield.

Like the web project, the radio series will focus on the diverse perspectives of the groups that participated in the 1704 attack.  They include the English, French and three Native groups -- Abenaki/Pennacook, Kanien'kehaka (Mohawk) and Wendat (Huron).  The stories of real people will engage diverse audiences in learning about the many perspectives of historical events and periods that led up to, and followed, the 1704 Attack.  

With a production grant of $60,000 from the National Endowment for the Humanities, WFCR will complete the funding necessary to produce "The Many Voices of 1704" and assist with the audio in both PVMA's website and audio for the museum exhibit planned by PVMA and Historic Deerfield.  The radio series will also be released on compact disc and made available to all interested public radio stations in the Northeastern United States, as well as the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.  

2.  Introduction to the Subject

The 1704 Attack on Deerfield, Massachusetts was an important battle in Queen Anne's War, one episode in a global contest as England and France vied for control of the Spanish throne.  It was also significant for the British colonists and for the Native communities who had long called this region their home.  As such, the attack provides an unusual opportunity to explore global issues while also offering a compelling focus for teaching about the complexities of the early American colonial period.  In this audio series, we hope to teach about the frontier, the colonization of America and the European struggle for control of North America, which ultimately sets the stage for the American Revolution.  

In addition, the attack on February 29th, 1704, is a military saga, a family story, a case study in colonialism -- a multi-cultural glimpse of early American history.  The attack was an event rooted in cultural and religious conflicts, personal and family retribution, genocidal expansion, trade and kinship ties.

On the day of the attack, an army of 47 French and 200 Abenaki, Pennacook, Kanien'kehaka and Wendat soldiers on snowshoes led by Jean-Baptiste Hertel de Rouville, dealt the English a major setback.  Over half of Deerfield's 291 inhabitants were killed or captured and many of its structures burned.  The French and Indian force quickly retreated to Canada with their captives.  The English forces did not have snowshoes and were unable to overtake the French.  The attack was a triumph of French diplomacy among the Native nations, a tactical marvel of moving so many troops through 300 miles of snow, and a compelling example of the European adoption of Native American technology (snowshoes).  The crushing defeat of the English in Deerfield became a rallying cry for increased inter-colony military cooperation -- eventually leading to the French defeat.  The capture of over 100 Deerfield residents, many of whom did not return from French Catholic Canada, was to have repercussions for years to come.  

Following the attack on Deerfield, war in New England continued.  There was much effort on the part of English survivors of this attack to "redeem" the many English carried captive to Canada.  The story of the Reverend John Williams family illustrates that long struggle as his son, Stephen, is ransomed from the Abenaki in 1705.  Then, the next year, his father is ransomed from the French.  Reverend Williams spent the rest of his life attempting to convince his daughter Eunice (who had been adopted into the Kanien'kehaka, and converted to Catholicism) to return "home".  

The story of 1704 has connections to the present.  Native Peoples had a continued presence in New England and Canada, with several highly visible and documented visits by Eunice's descendants to Deerfield.  The Attack also came to be an important event in the history of the Abenaki and Kanien'kehaka.  Each tribe preserved the story, artifacts and records of the attack.  Canadians have a major exhibit on the attack at Fort Chambly.  Members of each group are now coming together to tell their own stories for this radio series and PVMA's website project, to rethink how stories have been told and to learn about each others' perspectives.

Important humanities themes to be examined include the competing economic interests of the various groups vying for resources in North America, the religious issues and conflicts that underlay both the European and North American conflicts, and the world views and experiences of women, African-American slaves, the French, English and the three Native groups that have so far been poorly understood.

The appeal of this topic is strong.  People are drawn to stories of actual historic characters.  We have the scholarly documentation on many of the participants that makes it possible to tell these stories in an engaging way.  The use of stories of real people will capture the imagination of listeners and engage people in learning about humanities themes.  There is the drama of a single family -- the Williams family, which involves a father, mother, daughter and son, all of whom are taken captive, but with remarkably different outcomes.  One recent example of how this approach and subject matter has proved to be popular with the public is John Demos' best-selling book "The Unredeemed Captive" that recounts the story of Eunice Williams, the daughter who was taken captive in the attack.  In addition the event itself is inherently interesting.  The Attack of 1704 is dramatic and decisive.  It involves arduous physical achievements including a 300-mile march, surviving on the land through mid-winter snows.

The series will appeal to the public radio audience, including listeners interested in Native peoples, women's history, African-American history, New England history, American Colonial history, French Colonial history and captivity stories.  Stories of captivity and redemption hold wide popular appeal.  The current strong interest in Native life makes the series especially appealing.  American Colonial history continues to be of great interest nationwide, especially in New England.  Contributing to the appeal will be the timing of the event as part of the tercentennial of the Attack of 1704.  

We will draw from both oral and written traditions of historical record.  In the past, Anglo-interpretation has held that after the Colonial Wars, Native Peoples vanished from New England.  We will make people aware of the continuing presence and influence of Native Peoples in New England and Canada, making connections from the historical periods to their presence today.

3.  Description of the Project

The radio project will draw on the research conducted by a team of scholars on behalf of PVMA, including Kevin Sweeney, a Professor of History and American Studies at Amherst College.  American Colonial history surrounding the Attack of 1704 is the focus of his recent research and scholarship.  He has published groundbreaking articles on Native American participation in the attack.  He is co-author of a new book that will provide the first comprehensive history of the attack since the late 19th century, and will include thorough consideration of Native involvement and a focus on French perspectives and primary sources.

The core scholars of the project have been helpful in outlining the source of the general public's misunderstandings as well as the state of scholarship.  Over the past forty years, two generations of American scholars have challenged many fundamental assumptions about the character of 17th and early 18th century New England.  Despite these efforts, the popular image of a colonial New England town is still shaped by outdated Victorian and early 20th century images of Puritanism and the more powerful physical statement made by surviving mid-18th century New England villages that dot the area's landscape.  The continuing misconceptions of the public owe much to the power of images.  The general public is familiar with the Pilgrims and the American Revolution -- but does not generally have a good understanding of the conflicts involved in colonization.  In addition, tenaciously held ideas about "the frontier" also shape perceptions of 17th and early 18th century America.  It's an ongoing process of re-education to which this audio series can make a contribution, not only with period documents and interpretive texts, but perhaps even more importantly with powerful images that convey a sense of the complexity of this pivotal point in American history.

Over the past twenty years, Canadian scholarship has produced a series of important monographs on the colonial communities of New France and those of the country's First Nations during colonization.  Some of this work remains available only in French and is now well-known even to American historians.  As for the American public's familiarity with the history of New France or any aspect of Canadian history, it is safe to assume most are unaware of the French presence in colonial America, and if they are aware, they often stereotype the French as being duplicitous.  The lives of the French attackers and the subsequent lives in Canada of Deerfield captives offer an opportunity to introduce the American public to aspects of the history of New France.

Changes over the past quarter-century in the scholarly treatment of Native peoples by early American historians have been profound.  Long slighted, or merely treated as adversaries and obstacles, Native peoples have now assumed as integral place in the history of New England and New France.  But there continues to be an image of Native Americans as "savages", who suddenly appeared and massacred settlers, without any understanding of context or history.  Popular awareness of distinctions among native cultures and their particular histories also tend to lag behind scholarly understandings.  Too often one still hears talk of "Indian religious beliefs" or "Indian warfare" without any awareness of the differences to which such generalizations do violence.  Many people hold the notion that Native people have "disappeared", when in fact they continue to live in New England, the United States and Canada.  Because of the diverse background of the Native attackers who participated in the Deerfield raid, the history of the attack offers an opportunity to educate the public about the historical differences among native peoples of the Northeast as well as to dispel other misconceptions.

The radio series will offer many multi-cultural perspectives of a history that has traditionally been taught from a limited point of view, largely Anglo-American.  Through the stories of captors and adoptees, our listeners will gain an understanding of how present day American culture represents the coming together of many ethnic groups in various ways.  Our common history reflects the interplay of Anglo, French, African-American and Native peoples.  The history of the Colonial Wars has largely been a story of men; this series will pay particular attention to the women's experience as well.  The public will also learn that there was an African-American presence in Colonial New England and how it contrasts with the Southern experience.  The role of religion in early New England history is often oversimplified, and through this series the public will learn about its complexities and its wider implications in driving colonialism.  Listeners will gain an appreciation of the influence of world conflict in local events, and conversely the significance of local actions in determining the outcomes.  Understanding these issues of multiple perspectives, religion, economics, world and individual influence will promote critical assessment of current world and national affairs.

In preparation for this project, reporter Susannah Lee has completed several interviews with scholars, authors, storytellers and local members of the Kanien'kehaka and Odanak tribes in Quebec, Canada.  She has acquired relevant live sound in the Connecticut River Valley, Vermont and Canada.  this work is comprised of material for a pilot segment and subsequent segments, as well as longer interviews suitable for the PVMA website and the PVMA/Historic Deerifield museum exhibit.  

A considerable amount of digital audio material has been gathered and is now in the process of being logged and edited.  Discussions continue with core scholars and PVMA staff in order to choose the most salient and vivid segment topics.

Extensive interviews are being conducted with:


Kevin Sweeney, Professor of History and American Studies at Amherst College


John Demos, Professor of History at Yale and author of The Unredeemed Captive


Marge Bruchac, Native American scholar, Abenaki storyteller and musician


Alice Nash, Professor of Native American Studies, University of Massachusetts at Amherst


Elizabeth Chilton, Professor of Anthropology, University of Massachusetts at Amherst


Stephane Picard, Archivist for the Huron-Wendat Nation in Quebec


Donald Friary, Executive Director, Historic Deerfield


Taiaiake, a descendent of Eunice Williams


Claudia Chicklas, an Abenaki descendent of Eunice Williams


Neal Salisbury, Professor of History, Smith College

A trip to native territories in Quebec Province will include interviews with:


Kanatakta, Director of the Kahnawake Cultural Center, Kathnawake, Quebec


Brian Deer, President, Board of Directors, Kahnawake Cultural Center


Father Louis Cyr, Jesuit Mission of Kateri Taketawitha, Kahnawake


Patrick Cote, Curator, Musee des Abenakis, Odanak


Louise Poither, Project Manager, Pointe-a-Cailliere Museum, Montreal

Though the Attack took place more than 300 years ago, there are many ways in which sounds recorded today can be used to tell this story.  They include religious services and social meetings of and by the Native Peoples, featuring traditional dancing and songs, prayer, interviews with children and elders.  Deerfield holds an annual 1704 Commemoration Weekend, with re-enactors and "in-character" presentations.  Sounds of period craftsmanship such as musket ball smelting, moccasin stitching, blacksmithing and pewtering are available.  Interviews with local farmers in Deerfield serve as an example of the enduring utilization of the land used by settlers and natives centuries earlier.  We have also obtained rare film footage of Deerfield Academy's 150th anniversary in 1949, complete with a "Massacre" re-enactment.  This may be used to illustrate 19th century assumptions about natives and settlers still held at that time.  

WFCR will produce the audio series "The Many Voices of 1704" for broadcast on this and other NPR stations in the Northeastern United States and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.  WFCR will air the series on a daily basis, around the anniversary date of February 29th, 1704, during broadcast of NPR's "Morning Edition" program.  With a signal reaching four New England states, WFCR has an audience of more than 144-thousand listeners, more than half listen regularly to "Morning Edition".  The series will be tailored to suit carriage during this program, to help ensure wide airplay throughout the region by all stations agreeing to air it.

The project director is Bob Paquette, WFCR's Director of News and Information Programming.  He has been with the station for 12 years and has received ten awards for his reporting work from the Associated Press and four awards from the Public Radio News Directors Association.  primary reporter/announcer for the series will be Susannah Lee, a freelance writer and producer.  Lee holds Master's degrees from UMass-Amherst (English) and Columbia University (film).  She has worked for the Christian Science Monitor radio network, where she wrote, researched and produced feature news stories and interviews for a worldwide public radio audience.  She has also been a visiting lecturer at several institutions, including Radcliffe College, Emerson College and Tufts University.  The primary editor for the series will be Karen Brown.  A reporter at WFCR for six years, she has received several awards from the Associated Press and the Public Radio News Directors Association.  This year, Karen was named the first recipient of the Daniel Schorr Journalism Prize, for her production of a half-hour documentary, "Voices of Experience:  Cambodian Trauma in America".

We will be producing at least eight segments, including, but not limited to:


1837 visitation by Abenaki Descendents of Eunice Williams


Native Presence in New England - who lived on the land before the English Settlers?


Early Settlers -- Settlement of a frontier town


The Raid of 1704 -- A winter night the watchmen fell asleep


New France -- Queen Anne's War and Native Alliance


The March to Canada


Captivity -- Ransom, Adoption, Eunice Williams and others who stayed


Native Cultures today -- connections to the past

Because we are still in the process of preparing the scripts for the series, the final crafting and production of the series will be taking place over the next several months.

The programs will also be placed in a special section of WFCR's website, wfcr.org, which will allow for scholarly and public interaction on the themes of this series.  Longer versions of the interviews and sounds gathered for the series will be placed on PVMA's website and offered for incorporation in the museum exhibit planned jointly by PVMA and Historic Deerfield.   The radio series will also be made available to the public on compact disc and cassette.  
