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Century
Women

In the years before King Philip’s War (1675-76),
approximately 1000 Sakonnet women lived in the area
now known as Little Compton, RI and Acoaxet, MA.
They led traditional Wampanoag lives: farming;
gathering food and medicine from the land and sea;
manufacturing pottery, clothing, baskets, and mats;
caring for their families; and moving their homes
with the change of seasons.
The war changed almost everything. Throughout
southern New England, many indigenous women were
displaced, killed, or sold into slavery. As English allies,
the Sakonnets negotiated for better treatment, but
still many died or moved elsewhere. They also lost
most of their land to the English in coercive land deals.
Many Sakonnet women began living and working
in English homes as servants.
After the war, a few dozen English women came to
Little Compton with their families and established
English-style farms. They participated in the
household manufacturing of cloth, butter, cheese,
and salted meats. Soon more English families
settled, and they brought with them a small
number of enslaved African women.
In the last twenty years of the century, several
hundred English, Sakonnet, and African women lived
and worked together in Little Compton, borrowing
from each other’s cultures and taking part in the
transformation of what had been an indigenous
community for thousands of years
into a new colonial village.

Awashonks
Sachem

Appears in records from 1671 – 1688

Awashonks, imagined portrait by
Dora Atwater Millikin, 2008. LCHS Collection.

Awashonks was the leader of the Sakonnet people after
the death of her first husband Tolony. Sakonnet’s location at
the far western edge of Plymouth Colony provided some
protection from English interference. At first Awashonks
resisted English directives, but they raised an army against
her in 1671. She submitted to the king’s authority and
turned over her guns to prevent that attack. A year later,
the Sakonnets were in debt to Tiverton colonist John Almy
and began to lose their land.
During King Philip’s War the Sakonnets were divided. Some
allied with the English, some with Philip. After English
troops burned their homes, Awashonks led her followers
to Narragansett, where they were attacked in the Great
Swamp Massacre, and then to Wachusett Mountain for
the winter. The survivors followed her back to Sakonnet in
the spring. In June of 1676 they allied with Benjamin
Church at Treaty Rock to avoid the enslavement of their
women and children.
After the war Awashonks had to ask permission from the
English to resettle in Sakonnet. By 1681 it appears that she
and her people were landless, living near East Main Road
in a small village. They asked Plymouth for some land to
farm in 1688.

Martha Dean Clemmens Powell
A First Proprietor

Appears in records from 1671 – 1710

Martha Dean’s Great Lot. Detail from Proprietor’s Map, c. 1707. LCHS Collection.

Martha Dean was the only woman among the 29 “First
Proprietors” of Sakonnet. She inherited her right to
purchase Sakonnet land from her stepfather, Joseph Beedle,
who earned that privilege as one of the first English
indentured servants in Plymouth. Because Martha was
single or widowed during the first Sakonnet land purchases,
she was able to conduct her own business and manage
the property herself. Like the other First Proprietors, she
acquired several hundred acres of Sakonnet land through
joint purchases and land distribution lotteries. Martha
probably never set foot in Sakonnet but ran her affairs from
her farm in Marshfield, Plymouth Colony.
In 1676 Martha married her second husband Ralph Powell,
and because of the law of coverture, Martha and her
property immediately fell under the “authority and
protection” of her husband. Ralph’s name appears on later
purchases instead of Martha’s. Though husbands were
legally in charge, the law still recognized wives’ ownership
rights and required their consent before selling property.
Aspects of coverture persisted in the U.S. until the 1960s.

Bettey

Accused of infanticide
Appears in a record in 1683

Detail from The Pendant by Dora Atwater Millikin, 2010.

Bettey, the daughter of Awashonks, became pregnant
while single in 1682. Another Sakonnet woman, known
only as “Sames Wife” reported the pregnancy to English
officials and triggered a frightening chain of events. The
officials ordered two unnamed Sakonnet women to
examine Bettey. They reported that she was not pregnant,
but that was a lie. Awashonks ordered Sames Wife
whipped for making the report. Months later, Bettey
delivered, but the child did not survive.
Now charged with murder, Bettey, Awashonks, and
Awashonks’ son Peter were brought to Plymouth,
imprisoned, and placed on trial. Bettey testified that her
child was stillborn and put the murder charges to rest,
at least temporarily, but the court ordered her to be
whipped by the “Indians at Saconett” for her crime of
fornication. Bettey had to cover the cost of her transport
and imprisonment and pay Sames Wife to compensate
her for her earlier whipping. Bettey returned home, but
court officials ordered the Sakonnets to continue to search
for evidence of infanticide.

Elizabeth Head
Early English Settler
1654 – 1748

Elizabeth Head’s fieldstone grave marker. Head Family Burying Ground.

Elizabeth Head was one of the first English women to
settle at Sakonnet. In 1677, the Proprietors recognized her
husband Henry as having useful skills and offered him a
free 10-acre house lot “provided he build and settle on the
same within two years.” The Heads did just that and
recorded the birth of their first child in Sakonnet in 1678.
The Proprietors’ hope was that families like the Heads
would develop Sakonnet so that it was easier for other
colonists to follow them.
Elizabeth’s offspring (and husband) were spirited and
appear frequently in court records. Despite their
questionable behavior, when Henry died in 1717 the Heads
were wealthy, owning enough land to give a large farm to
each their sons and enslaving four people to provide the
labor. The widow Elizabeth lived in the half of her house
she inherited from Henry and relied on the income from
half the homestead farm for over thirty years. Near the end
of her life, Elizabeth was declared incompetent and placed
in the care of her children. They buried Elizabeth with a
fieldstone marker next to her husband’s elaborately
carved gravestone.

Mercy Rouse Stevens
Chose Her Own Religion
1678 – 1745

Mercy Stevens’ gravestone made by her sons. Newport, RI.

Mercy grew up in her parents’ tavern on Little Compton’s
Great West Road. Though the Rouses were predominantly
Quaker, Mercy chose to be baptized in the Congregational
Church along with 64 other people in 1700 by a traveling
minister. In 1701, at the age of 23, she married John
Stevens, a recent immigrant from England who was twice
her age. John Stevens, a stone mason and gravestone
carver, found work in Newport and lived in rented rooms
there. Mercy and her young children may have stayed in
Little Compton with her parents. Eventually the Stevens
built a Newport home with a workshop in 1709.
Mercy, like many colonial women, gave birth approximately
every two years. Her eight children included two sets of
twins. Like many colonial women Mercy also endured the
loss of two of her children. Though she lived in Newport,
Mercy maintained a relationship with her Little Compton
relatives and friends in part because of her family’s gravestone business. The Stevens Shop is still in operation today.

Sue Codamonk
Landowner

Appears in records from 1696 – 1700

Sue
Codamonk

Sue Codamonk’s 1700 land purchase. Detail from Proprietor’s Map, c. 1707. LCHS Collection.

Sue Codamonk was a Sakonnet woman who inherited one
quarter of a “neck” of land in Acoaxet from her brother
Jannootus in 1696. In 1700, Sue acquired even more land
when she purchased a twenty-acre lot near Adamsville
from the town’s English Proprietors. Sue paid £30, a
sizeable amount of money for the parcel. This deed was
not recorded until 1734, which may have been around the
time of Sue’s death.
Sue’s land ownership is important because it occurred at
a time when it was rare for English women to own land
and far more common for Native people to sell land than
to buy it. At her death, Sue passed the property she
inherited from Jannootus onto the children of Suncanawash.
His descendants, who used the surname Suckanush,
appear in local records well into the 1800s.
Memories of the Codamonks, imperfect as they might be,
live on in the stories told by the Manchester/Peckham
family of Acoaxet. Lucy and Sam Codamonk are believed
to be buried on their property, and Westport’s Codimonk
Nursery School is named in their honor.

Elizabeth Alden Pabodie

First English Girl Born in New England
c. 1624 – 1717

Elizabeth Alden Pabodie Monument, installed 1882. Old Burying
Ground on the Commons. Photograph by Bart Brownell, 2018.

Elizabeth, the daughter of Mayflower passengers John
Alden and Priscilla Mullins, is likely the first English girl
born in New England. She came to Little Compton with
her husband William Pabodie and several of their adult
children around 1682, the year Sakonnet was named Little
Compton. The Pabodies benefited from the improvements
made by earlier English settlers and joined them in
building a colonial town. Because William was Town Clerk
their small home on the Great West Road served as his
office and a community meeting place until the Meeting
House was built on the Commons a decade later. Elizabeth
would have managed the housekeeping necessitated by
those early gatherings.
Elizabeth was about 60 when she arrived in Little Compton
and lived into her early 90s. She was one of very few women
to be honored with an obituary at that time. The writer
marveled that Elizabeth’s “granddaughter was a grandmother.” “Betty Alden” became well-known during the late
19th-century Colonial Revival Period in part because of a
Longfellow poem about her parent’s romance. She had 556
great-grandchildren when she died, and today, thousands
claim her as an ancestor.

Bette Howdee
Military Wife

Appears in a record in 1711

[ I ] Charge all these my Children to be Carefull of & kind unto their
mother My said wife Bette alias Elisabeth all her life time
From Captain John Howdee’s will, 1711. Bristol County Probate Records.

Elisabeth “Bette” Howdee is a Sakonnet woman almost
lost to history except that she appears in her husband
Captain John Howdee’s will. Bette and John Howdee were
members of Mammanuah’s band of Sakonnets at Acoaxet.
In 1689 Mammanuah gave them land on the Acoaxet
River for “love, good will and affection.” That reward was
probably connected to John’s loyal service to the English
during military expeditions to Canada.
Bette and John had four children: Jacob, June Abel, Sarah,
and Josiah. Bette endured her husband’s long absences
while he was at war. It would have been up to her to care
for their children, their home, and their fields during those
absences. The family was Christian and literate, and likely
attended the local Indian Meeting House near Adamsville.
Later in life the Howdees moved to Middleborough, MA.
According to John’s 1711 will, their adult children no longer
wanted to live in Little Compton. However, Sarah Howdee,
Bette’s descendant, returned here. Newspapers called her
the last of Awashonks’ tribe in her 1827 death notice.

Alice Southworth Church
Military Wife
1646 – 1719

Alice Church’s grave. Old Burying Ground on the Commons. LCHS Collection.

Alice lived in the shadow of three of Plymouth Colony’s
most influential men: her step-grandfather Governor
William Bradford, her father Treasurer Constant
Southworth and her husband Colonel Benjamin Church,
a key figure in King Philip’s War.
Benjamin was the first Englishman to build a farm here
in 1675, but it was a tenant farm. He had no intention of
bringing his wife to undeveloped Sakonnet. Against her
parents’ wishes, Benjamin brought a heavily pregnant
Alice and their young son from Duxbury to the relative
safety of Aquidneck Island during King Philip’s War.
Benjamin’s repeated military campaigns meant Alice
managed her children and her servants on her own for
months at a time.
At the age of 61 Alice finally did come to Little Compton
to share a retirement home with her husband. Alice
managed a large household that likely included her son
Thomas’ family as well as enslaved and indentured
workers. Her husband’s elevated position meant a steady
stream of business and political visitors who no doubt
admired Alice’s fine furnishings, including her silverware
and seven “Turkey Work” (Turkish rug) chairs.

Negro Woman Valued at £15
Enslaved by the Easton Family
Appears in a record in 1704

Daniel Easton’s probate inventory, 1704. Bristol County Probate Records.

We do not know this enslaved woman’s name, but we do
know that in 1704 her owner Daniel Easton, a Little
Compton resident, died and willed her to his wife Rebeka.
Inventory takers valued the enslaved woman at £15. She
was the Eastons’ most valuable possession besides their
house and 60-acre farm (valued at £180). Because she was
called “Negro” we know that this woman was either
African or African American. Because she was called a
“woman,” we know that she was at least 18 years old.
The other belongings listed in Daniel’s probate inventory
paint a picture of the Eastons’ home and indicate that this
woman prepared meals in a well-furnished kitchen, fed
the Eastons’ ten swine, milked their seven cows, processed
honey from their five bee hives, and was involved in the
making of butter and cheese. She was one of a small
number of enslaved people of African descent who appear
as property in the probate documents of Little Compton
residents in the first decade of the 18th century, and so
were likely living and working in Little Compton during the
last decade of the 17th century.

