
Description of Mohawk Indians, Eye-Witness Accounty by Dutch Minister Johannes Megapolensis, 1644 TEXT 

 

The principal nation of all the savages and Indians, hereabouts with which we have the most intercourse, is the 

Mohawks who have laid all the other Indians near us under contribution.  

 

The people and Indians here in this country are like us Dutchmen in body and stature; some of them have well 

formed features, bodies and limbs; they all have black hair and eyes, but their skin is yellow. In summer they go 

naked, having only their private parts covered with a patch. The children and young folks to ten, twelve and fourteen 

years of age go stark naked.  

 

In winter, they hang about them simply an undressed deer or bear or panther skin; or they take some beaver and otter 

skins, wild cat, raccoon, martin, otter, mink, squirrel or such like skins, which are plenty in this country, and sew 

some of them to others, until it is a square piece, and that is then a garment for them. . . They make themselves 

stockings and also shoes of deer skin, or they take leaves of their corn, and plait [braid] them together and use them 

for shoes.  

 

They generally live without marriage; and if any of them have wives, the marriage continues no longer than seems 

good to one of the parties, and then they separate, and each takes another partner. I have seen those who had parted, 

and afterwards lived a long time with others, leave these again, seek their former partners, and again be one pair.  

 

The women, when they have been delivered, go about immediately afterwards, and be it ever so cold, they wash 

themselves and the young child in the river or the snow. They will not lie down (for they say that if they did they 

would soon die), but keep going about. They are obliged to cut wood, to travel three or four leagues with the child; 

in short, they walk, they stand, they work, as if they had not lain in, and we cannot see that they suffer any injury by 

it. . .  

 

The men have great authority over their concubines, so that if they do anything which does not please and raises 

their passion, they take an axe and knock them in the head, and there is an end of it. The women are obliged to 

prepare the land, to mow, to plant, and do everything; the men do nothing, but hunt; fish, and make war upon their 

enemies.  

 

They are very cruel towards their enemies in time of war; for they first bite off the nails of the fingers of their 

captives, and cut off some joints, and sometimes even whole fingers; after that, the captives are forced to sing and 

dance before them stark naked; and finally, they roast their prisoners dead before a slow fire for some days, and then 

eat them up. The common people eat the arms, buttocks and trunk, but the chiefs eat the head and the heart.  

 

Our Mohawks carry on great wars against the Indians of Canada, on the River Saint Lawrence, and take many 

captives, and sometimes there are French Christians among them.  

 

They spare all the children from ten to twelve years old, and all the women whom they take in war, unless the 

women are very old, and then they kill them too. Though they are so very cruel to their enemies; they are very 

friendly to us, and we have no dread of them.  

 

We go with them into the woods, we meet with each other, sometimes at an hour or two's walk from any houses, and 

think no more about it than as if we met with a Christian. They sleep by us, too, in our chambers before our beds. I 

have had eight at once lying and sleeping upon the floor near my bed, for it is their custom to sleep simply on the 

bare ground, and to have only a stone or a bit of wood under their heads. In the evening, they go to bed very soon 

after they have supped; but early in the morning, before day begins to break, they are up again.  

 

They make their houses of the bark of trees, very close and warm, and kindle their fire in the middle of them. They 

also make of the peeling and bark of trees, canoes or small boats, which will carry four, five and six persons. In like 

manner, they hollow out trees, and use them for boats, some of which are very large.  

 

Their weapons in war were formerly a bow and arrow, with a stone axe and mallet; but now they get from our 

people guns, swords, iron axes and mallets.  
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Their money consists of certain little bones, made of. shells or cockles, which are found on the sea-beach; a hole is 

drilled through the middle of the little bones, and these they string upon thread, or they make of them belts as broad 

as a hand, or broader, and hang them on their necks, or around their bodies. They have also several holes in their 

ears, and there they likewise hang some. They value these little bones as highly as many Christians do gold, silver 

and pearls; but they do not like our money, and esteem it no better than iron. 
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