
Source Labels - Statehood and the Wabanaki- 

 

Source 1 -  Artifact 

Penobscot Powder Horn 
ca. 1750 

Maine State Museum, 79.43.1 

 

This powder horn is richly carved (or etched) with Penobscot designs, and once held gun 
powder used to fire muskets. A musket is a type of gun. Gun powder explodes when it is lit, 
and the power of the explosion shoots out the bullet.  

Powder horns like these were made of the actual horn of an animal (usually a cow, ox, or 
buffalo horn). The horn is hollow on the inside so it can store powder, and the bottom (wide 
end) is sealed shut. The top (narrow end) has a plug that can be removed, like taking the top 
off a bottle. You can pour the powder out of the horn.  

By decorating this horn with carved artwork, its owner made it a part of their culture. A 
Wabanaki person would not have needed a powder horn like this unless they had a musket 
that needed gun powder.  

Sometimes, the fur trade with Europeans introduced the Wabanaki to new technologies 
that transformed their way of life. Muskets are a good example of this change. European 
guns, along with gun powder and shot, rapidly replaced traditional tools for hunting. 
Wabanaki became dependent on guns for hunting in the commercial fur trade and to feed 
their families. 
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Source 2 -  Artifact 

Silver Cuff 
Made by Zebulon Smith 

Bangor, Maine 

ca. 1820 

Maine State Museum, 80.88.1 

This silver cuff would have been worn around someone’s wrist, like a large, decorative 
bracelet. It is European-made but inspired by Wabanaki artistic designs.  

Officials for the State of Maine may have given this cuff to a Penobscot leader in one of the 
ceremonies that marked the beginning of the State’s relationship with the tribe.  

Gift exchanges were important in diplomatic relations. Native people relied on gift giving to 
build and communicate the importance of relationships. Gifts represented respect and trust. 

After Maine became a state, officials were eager to have the Wabanaki Tribes recognize the 
new state. Maine officials wanted the Wabanaki to end formal relationships with 
Massachusetts. Penobscot and Passamaquoddy leaders insisted that the new government 
should honor the treaty agreements that came before. They wanted to protect the rights 
they had worked so hard to keep.  
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Source 3 -  Document 

Prices of Goods  
Boston, Massachusetts 
July 14, 1703  
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
 

Vocab and explanations: 

What’s up with the extra ‘f’s? When you see a letter that looks like f but doesn’t make sense 
in the word, it is probably a long s! Up through the late 1700s, the letter ‘s’ was often written 
with an ‘f’ shape (depending on where it was in the sentence). 

In this period, English officials called the Wabanaki of present-day Maine and the Maritimes 
“Eastern Indians.” 

A “truckmaster” was an officer in charge of trade with Native Americans, especially among 
the early settlers. 

 “Peltry” means pelts. A pelt is an animal skin with the fur still attached.  

 

This broadside (or poster) shows how beaver furs were used as currency, like money. 
Massachusetts set prices for licensed traders to pay “Eastern Indians” (Wabanaki) for animal 
skins they had hunted.  

The list states how many beavers could be exchanged for goods. The end of each line reads 
“in season,” meaning traders desired beavers taken in the winter when their fur was the 
thickest.  

One beaver fur was the base line for each trade. The second column shows how many skins 
from other animals equaled one beaver. One bear equaled one beaver; one moose hide 
could be traded for two beavers. 
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Source 4 -  Document 

Spencer Phips Proclamation 
Boston, Massachusetts, 1745 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress. 

Vocab and explanations: 

“Pounds” are units of British currency, as Americans use dollars today. Note on the money: A 
male captive was worth 50 pounds, which was a lot of money at the time. The average 
yearly salary of a teacher during this period was between 60 – 120 pounds.  

“Bounty” is a sum of money offered for something, usually for capturing or killing a person.  

A “scalp” is the skin at the top of a human head, including the hair.  

This document provides evidence of the English colonial Government’s policy of genocide 
toward Wabanaki people. In 1745, Massachusetts Lieutenant-Governor Spencer Phips wrote 
this proclamation to offer colonists money if they could prove that they had killed or 
captured Wabanaki men, women, and children. 

During the 1600s and 1700s, Wabanaki people were caught up in conflicts between the 
French and English. Conflicts over land and resources led to violence. This proclamation and 
a 1755 proclamation from Phips tried to wipe out an entire group of people. They had a 
disastrous impact on the Wabanaki Confederacy, and the effects are still felt in Maine today.  

The Phips Proclamation is more visible today (in 2020) as Wabanaki people use it to share a 
more honest history and as tool for change. It was recently used by the Maine Indian Tribal-
State Commission to initiate a healing process around the use of an Indian mascot and the 
team name of “Redskins” by a school district in Wiscasset, Maine.  

A 2012 article explains: “By posting the Spencer Phips Proclamation and making it visible to 
others, Wabanaki people are asserting their rights to their homeland with a visual reminder 
to the non-indigenous that they are foreigners to this land. It effectively classifies the non-
indigenous as outsiders, interlopers, and a people with severed roots. Additionally, it 
reaffirms Wabanaki ties to their homeland and solidifies their relationship with that land, 
both in their eyes and in the eyes of others.” 

“…the act of posting the Spencer Phips Proclamation acknowledges those ancestors whose 
bloodshed helped to preserve the integrity of a homeland and identity. It reflects an act of 
sovereignty and a testament to Wabanaki survival.”  

- Bonnie Newsom & Jamie Bissonette-Lewey, https://scholarworks.umass.edu/lov/vol2/iss1/2 

https://scholarworks.umass.edu/lov/vol2/iss1/2
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/lov/vol2/iss1/2
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Source 5 -  Document 

Petition of the Penobscot 
 
January, 1821 
Courtesy of the Maine State Archives 

Vocab and explanations: 

A “weir” is a low dam built across a river to raise the level of water upstream or regulate its 

flow. It can also be a fenced-in part of the water where fish can be kept without escaping.  

 

This petition from John Neptune and the other Chiefs of the Penobscot Tribe requests that 
the Maine Legislature pass a law to prevent the destruction of fish in the Penobscot River. 

After decades of settlers building fish weirs and dams, fish could no longer ascend the river 
to spawn.  The fisheries could no longer sustain the tribe’s livelihood.  They proposed a law 
that would prohibit additional weirs and limit fishing to two days per week. This would allow 
fish stocks to recover and could restore a valuable ecosystem. The Maine Legislature 
rejected the Penobscot people’s proposal.  

Penobscot Lieutenant Governor John Neptune and many other Wabanaki leaders worked to 
protect their rights to land, fish, and game. They learned to work within the system of 
Maine’s new government with petitions such as this, as they had previously worked with the 
government of Massachusetts.  
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Source 6 -  Image 

Portrait of John Neptune 
 
Painting by Obadiah Dickinson 
1835 
Maine State Museum, 79.40.283 
 

 

This portrait of Penobscot Lieutenant Governor John Neptune was painted by the artist 
Obadiah Dickinson in 1835. This is an oil painting on a wood panel.  

John Neptune was inaugurated as Lieutenant Governor for life on September 19, 1816.  He 
was born July 27, 1767 and died May 8, 1865 and was probably the son of Colonel John 
Neptune, Lt. Governor under Gov. Joseph Orono.   

Lt. Gov. Neptune was descended from a Passamaquoddy family, the Neptunes, who 
furnished chiefs and governors for that tribe for more than six generations from father to 
son in direct hereditary succession. The family was later adopted into the Penobscot tribe, 
where John Neptune was elected as lieutenant governor. 

He and many other Wabanaki leaders worked to protect their rights to land, fish, and game. 
They had to learn to work within the system of Maine’s new government.  

 


