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Abstract
This article introduces The Narraganset Chief, a recently recovered autobiography written by a Native 
American mariner and published anonymously in 1832. Portions of the original narrative are woven 
together with archival research and historical context to present a series of vignettes that illuminate the 
lives and experiences of three generations of one family from 1760 to 1832. First-person accounts from 
the authors (one a member of the Narragansett Tribe) also explore the process of recovery, interpreta-
tion, and reconnection. Illustrations depict the intersections and disconnections of gender, power, sov-
ereignty, and the sea.
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More than nine million acres of Indian 
Country in southern New England and 
Long Island were reduced to less than 

thirty thousand acres before the American Revo-
lution (1775–1783).1 Following a series of devas-
tating epidemics and genocidal wars, Europeans 
consolidated control not just over land, but also 
over legal and economic systems. Indians2 across 
the region persisted, resisted, and adjusted in dif-
ferent ways to this rapidly changing world. One 
important and largely unseen shift involved the 
participation of Indian men in various forms of 
maritime labor—from shipbuilding to naval ser-
vice to whaling. Thousands of Indians and those 
of Indian descent found work in the ports of New 
London, New Haven, Providence, New York, Sag 
Harbor, Boston, and New Bedford. The vessels on 
which these men worked soon connected them to 
ports around the world.

In popular literature, Tashtego, the Wampanoag 
harpooner from Martha’s Vineyard in Herman Mel-
ville’s Moby-Dick (1851), may be the closest most 
readers ever get to imagining Indians at sea. Only 
recently have scholars of maritime history begun 
to document and understand Indian presence and 
experiences on the waters of the world and other 
places far away from their homelands. 3 New lines 
of inquiry emerge once Indians are untethered from 
their supposed place on the land—the reservations. 
For example, what variables influenced their labor 
and mobility? How do prolonged absences affect 
the individual, their family, and tribe? How are 
identity and race understood and negotiated in 
different contexts? How did Indians experience 
other places and other cultures? 

Outside of the fragmented archives, oral his-
tories, photographs, illustrations, and belongings 
(objects) that scholars meticulously weave together, 
the only known autobiography of a Native Amer-
ican mariner was published by Paul Cuffe, Jr., in 
1839. A mariner of Pequot, Wampanoag, and West 
African descent, his Narrative of The Life and Adven-

Figure 1. Title page of The Narraganset Chief with "Isaac Peirce"
penciled in at the top (Mancini, personal copy)
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tures of Paul Cuffe, a Pequot Indian: During Thirty 
Years Spent at Sea, and in Travelling in Foreign Lands 
provides a twenty-one-page sketch of his travels 
on some forty voyages to fifteen or more coun-
tries.4 It is a window that begins to give shape to 
the nuances of global travel, labor, and mobility 
of mariners of color. With Cuffe growing up as 
the son, namesake, and employee of a wealthy 
entrepreneur, one might ask if his account is an 
anomaly or if it is reflective of the experiences of 
the hundreds (though, more likely, thousands) of 
other Native mariners.

What if another account existed that allowed 
us to probe more deeply into the questions asked 
above? The Narraganset Chief, or the Adventures of a 
Wanderer (Figure 1)5 is one such text that has been 
right in front of us for over 190 years.6 Today, it is 
registered as a work of fiction by the Library of 
Congress, but when it was published anonymously 
in June 1832, it rang true enough to the editor of the 
Quaker publication The Friend; or, Advocate of Truth. 
In the July edition, he announced, “just received 
and for sale at this office, ‘the Narraganset Chief, 
or the Adventures of a Wanderer’—price 50 cents. 
This is a history of the life and adventures of one of 
the most singular and extraordinary characters of 
which I’ve ever read . . . His talents seem to be of 
the higher order, and the style would not disgrace 
the best classical scholar of the age.”7 Aside from 
this review, The Narraganset Chief does not seem to 
have gained much attention after it was printed in 
1832. With 37 known copies in existence, no other 
mention of its printing or sale in abolitionist or 
other newspapers has been found. 

So why has this book been overlooked for so 
long? And how can we untangle the mystery of 
authorship?  The Narraganset Chief  has been con-
sidered a picaresque novel, a fictional genre and 
an “early form of novel, usually a first-person 
narrative, relating the adventures of a rogue or 
lowborn adventurer (Spanish pícaro) as he drifts 
from place to place and from one social milieu to 
another in his effort to survive.”8 Perhaps one of the 

more noteworthy examples of this style emerged 
only six years after The Narraganset Chief was pub-
lished when Edgar Allan Poe wrote the fictional 
account of another young mariner’s adventures 
in his novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym 
of Nantucket.9 

Complicating matters is the lack of clarity asso-
ciated with attribution. On six pages of the The Nar-
raganset Chief, the anonymous author references 
himself as “Charles.” Nothing more is made of this 
name but, at some point after publication, pencil 
notations on the title page of known copies of the 
book attributed authorship to Isaac Peirce. Peirce 
makes clear that he was responsible only for the 
editing, however. He also added a declaration of 
authenticity on the book’s “advertisement” page 
stating about the anonymous author,

The mysterious stranger, (for he does not wish 
at present, for reasons rendered sufficiently 
obvious in the sequel, to give his name to the 
public,)10 claims descent from a noted chief 
of the Narraganset tribe of Indians. Ambition 
to elevate the character of his nation, and “to 
show the white man that an Indian can write 
a book,”11 are his avowed motives for preserv-
ing a record of his adventures. In relation to 
the genuineness and authenticity of the nar-
rative, the editor will only observe, that many 
of the facts have been verified; many more are 
susceptible of it, if true; or of being disproved, 
if false.12 

Peirce’s connection to the author is best under-
stood through mutual abolitionist sentiments. 
Based initially in Delaware and then New York 
City, Peirce was a leader in the region’s anti-slavery 
movement with mention in such antebellum pub-
lications as Freedom’s Journal, The Liberator, National 
Anti-Slavery Standard,  and The Emancipator.13  He 
was also a founding officer in the Wilmington 
Society for the Encouragement of Free Labor  and 
an active delegate in the American Anti-Slavery 
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Society.14 The anonymous author would have over-
lapped with Peirce’s political circles since New 
York is where he occasionally shipped to and from 
and was his last reported destination prior to pub-
lication. If Peirce‘s claim that he was not the author 
is to be believed, we are left to wonder who was, 
in fact, “the mysterious stranger.”

 The single most important clue to decipher-
ing the anonymous author’s identity emerged a 
century later in a 1931 New York Times newspaper 
article with the headline, “Old Manuscript Tells 
of Lansing the Pirate.”15 The story identifies the 
author as Charles Lansing. According to the arti-
cle, the untitled—but edited—manuscript was 
found at the Kansas farm of Walter Peirce, Isaac 
Peirce’s grandson. The article goes on to describe 
many details of Lansing’s life that are reproduced 
in greater detail in The Narraganset Chief. The book, 
it seems, had long been forgotten as the New York 
Times story claims erroneously that the manuscript 
was never published. A search for the original man-
uscript has been, thus far, unsuccessful. 

Charles Lansing’s 195-page narrative spans fif-
teen chapters not including the preface and conclu-
sion. His “wanderings” occurred over the course of 
twenty-five years (between 1806 and 1831). During 
this time, he sailed on three dozen voyages and 
further documented his time in twenty countries 
on five continents. While most of the book is a 
recounting of his personal experiences, he comes 
to learn more about the detail of his ancestry and 
his descent from the titular “Narraganset Chief” 
that expands the scope of events back in time to 
the 1760s.16 Through his story, we learn about three 
generations of men from one family (Figure 2) that 
illustrate how Native people responded to the 
maelstrom of empire and the associated acts of 
violence, disconnection, and racism of coloniza-
tion. Even with such global turbulence, there was 
agency and opportunity. Often, as the reader will 
see, the sea and freedom are entwined.

Beyond authorship, validating Lansing’s 
account presents many challenges that include: 

establishing a basic timeline (given the absence 
of any dates in the narrative); accessing archives 
across global repositories, management systems, 
and languages; and understanding race and iden-
tity in the context of colonial systems and policies. 
More to the point, what available records can be 
used to confirm his “adventures”? Throughout the 
published book, he is loath to use dates but fre-
quently recollects and describes events and people 
in varying detail. 

Based on the available information provided 
in his text, one can reconstruct a rough timeline of 
events ranging from approximately 1760 to 1832. 
By carefully cross-referencing the author’s clues 
with independent archival resources and scholarly 
works, a sequence of verifiable accounts emerges. 
Though key events in the narrative have been 
confirmed by independent archival sources, we 
remain cautious. That some of Lansing’s narrative 
is chronologically out of order might be attributed 
to the editor, the process of recollecting and record-
ing, or to an imperfect human memory.17 He also 
takes care not to reveal (or possibly obfuscates) cer-
tain information involving his criminal activities.18 
Some details that have been validated in Lansing’s 
narrative are so specific that only someone present 
could be aware.19 And yet, some contemporane-
ous crew lists do not name “Charles Lansing,” a 
sign that Lansing may have been using an alias.20  

Having confirmed key parts of Charles Lan-
sing’s autobiography (in this essay, his presence 
on the USS Guerriere), we seek to share raw por-
tions of this extraordinary account as well as some 
research that has progressed more substantially. In 
the subsequent accounts, we present a handful of 
the dozens of stories that, in varying lengths, com-
prise The Narraganset Chief as written by Charles 
Lansing. Where possible, this essay is lightly con-
textualized. The vignettes that follow are labeled 
with place and date headings and include our own 
experiences with the recovery and interpretation of 
The Narraganset Chief. We have reorganized Charles 
Lansing’s narrative into four sections: PRISONER; 
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SACHEM (Charles’ grandfather, whom we iden-
tify as William Sachem); SLAVE (Charles’ father, 
who remains unnamed at the time of this writing); 
and WANDERER (Charles himself).

Figure 2. Charles Lansing family tree showing his descent 
from William Sachem (whom we propose is the Narragan-
set Chief) and connection to King Tom Ninigret. Graphic by 
Arleen Andersen, Mystic Seaport Museum

Dodge City, Kansas. 1931. 
With a dateline from Dodge City, Kansas, the New 
York Times reported on March 4, 1931 the discovery 
of an “Old Manuscript Tells of Lansing the Pirate—
Found in Kansas Farmer’s Home, It Describes 
Adventures of Ruthless Freebooter” (Figure 3).

The Reno County farmer, Walter Peirce, found 
the manuscript, titled Adventures of a Wanderer, 
“while going through old volumes formerly owned 
by Isaac Peirce, his grandfather, who was once 
a publisher and bookbinder in Philadelphia” 
(Figure 4).21 At the time of this discovery, Peirce

Figure 3. New York Times article, March 8, 1931—the first to 
report the discovery of the manuscript written by Charles 
Lansing.22 Reproduced by permission from The New York 
Times Company
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was operating a “general farm” in Lincoln Town-
ship with his wife and son.23 The report of his 
“prized antique”24 soon made it to the newspa-
pers 1500 miles (2400 km) away in New York and, 
a week and a half later, in Rhode Island—in part 
because of the story’s ties to these places.25

The whereabouts of the manuscript remain 
unknown. 

Figure 4. Youngstown Vindicator story, May 10, 1931—a 
more expansive account with photographs of the first page 
and last page of Chapter 1 (page 9 and page 14) of The 
Adventures of a Wanderer.26 

Westerly, Rhode Island. 1980. 
I (Silvermoon Mars LaRose) am Narragansett. I 
was born in Westerly, Rhode Island, and raised in 
Charlestown within the boundaries of our tribal 
reservation. My family’s land, where I grew up, 
is part of a very small portion of acreage that has 
never left Native hands. That is what I was always 
told. This land is important and keeping it in our 
family is part of a legacy we leave to future gen-
erations, an unbroken tie to our traditional home-
lands. Through centuries of connivance and deceit, 
our homelands were slowly dispossessed. The few 
families lucky enough to hold on to these sacred 
spaces have the burden of fighting to maintain 
these ancestral ties. It is a constant fight to keep 
our homelands. 

Our tribal nation has always been led by the 
voice of the people. Our leaders were representing 
the interests of the community. A sachem acted as 
the governing head and this individual (male or 

female) could be born into that position of leader-
ship, a legacy passed down generationally (Figure 
5). However, they had to earn the right to lead by 
proper representation and service to their commu-
nity. A sachem could be removed from leadership 
if the community deemed them inadequate and 
chose another to lead in their place. 

You were only a leader so far as your commu-
nity followed you. Additionally, the sachem did 
not act alone, that person would be surrounded 
by a council of leaders, sub-chiefs if you will, 
that gave counsel in all matters. The elders of the 
community acted as advisors, providing insights 
into past events to inform future decisions. Lead-
ers amongst the women, who controlled matters 
of home, garden, and food stores, would also 
be consulted. When I think of leadership in our 
tribal community, it has always been a collective 
effort. These communal systems of governance 
were disrupted by colonization. European invad-
ers equated our Sachems to their Kings, monarchs 
with power over their citizens. Throughout early 
colonialization, they sought out leaders to side 
with them and ignored our structures of govern-
ment that were meant to keep rogue actions in 
check. They manipulated, threatened, and even 
cheated individuals to their will, to dispossess 
Indigenous peoples of their ancestral lands. This 
history saw a breakdown in traditional forms of 
government, pitting leadership against community. 
In the late eighteenth century, amongst the Narra-
gansett, there was a community movement away 
from the hereditary Sachem leadership to a body 
elected council, led by an elected Sachem. This may 
appear to be a change in tradition, but I see it as 
a return to traditional values. A government once 
again led by the people, empowering the voice of 
each community member, and limiting a govern-
ing rule that acts on self-serving interests or can 
be manipulated by outside influence. However, it 
is an unfortunate truth of history that this change 
came too late to stop the misappropriation of our 
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homelands. And so, we do our best to hold on to 
every meaningful acre we can.

Pequot Indian Reservation—Mashantucket, 
Connecticut. 2005.
Four years into my role as Senior Researcher at 
the Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research 
Center, I (Jason Mancini) finally began to under-
stand why there were such large gaps in the records 
of Pequot men on the reservation. The following 
year, as a newly minted Cuffe Fellow at Mystic 
Seaport, I began a new phase of my research that 
eventually became the Indian Mariners Project. 
The project focused on customs records that, when 
aggregated, revealed Indians were not only sig-
nificant to New England’s maritime industries 
but formed expansive and global social networks 
around maritime labor.27 These labor networks con-
tributed to the survivance28 of tribal communities 
through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
a time when tribes were being deliberately erased 
from local records.29 While I could document the 
presence of Native men at sea, and was building 
an archive of their stories, belongings, and images, 

there were few firsthand accounts of their expe-
riences that provided the texture of their lives as 
they traveled the waters of the world.30

Searching through digitized historic news-
paper archives, I found the 1931 New York Times 
article above. It was here, in the first story I ever 
encountered about him, that Charles Lansing was 
fashioned an Indian pirate. It fascinated me. In 
graduate school, I read Marcus Rediker’s Villains of 
All Nations and thought hard about how little was 
known about the “all nations” part of piracy. The 
exploits of pirate captains such as Bartholomew 
Roberts, Edward “Blackbeard” Teach, William 
Kidd, Samuel Bellamy, Charles Vane, Edward Low, 
and “Calico” Jack Rackham are both celebrated and 
reviled in popular histories and media. That the 
stories’ subjects are white and English comes as 
no surprise. What is overlooked is that estimates 
of 50 to 60 percent of pirate crews were people of 
color—Black and Indigenous.31 

Astonished by an account of an Indian pirate, 
I began calling historical societies across Kansas 
in hopes of locating this reportedly unpublished 
and annotated work—to no avail.

Figure 5. The Sachem Ship, © 2023 Silvermoon Mars LaRose
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As I continued with my research, I made a 
number of presentations about my findings to 
the public and to the region’s tribal communi-
ties. One presentation in particular, around 2010, 
was attended by some of my Mohegan friends. 
After the talk, Faith Davison, a Mohegan tribal 
elder and archivist (with an encyclopedic memory) 
approached me to ask if I had ever heard of a book 
called The Narraganset Chief. I had not but found 
myself so intrigued that I googled the book as soon 
as I got home. Indeed, as noted above, the man-
uscript had been published, albeit anonymously! 
My path soon crossed with Charles Lansing’s, as I 
began a nearly twenty-year effort to untangle this 
story and return it to the Narragansett Indian Tribe. 

*****
PRISONER

San Sebastian Prison—Cadiz,, Spain. 1823.
Of all of the stories Charles Lansing evokes in The 
Narraganset Chief, it is his time in a Spanish prison 
that is the most dramatic and foundational to this 
essay. For, in the waning pages of his book, Lansing 
writes of the time in his life when he felt his luck 
ran out. Along with his shipmates, he was among 
the newest inmates incarcerated at San Sebastian, 
a castle-like prison located on a tiny spit of land 
pointing into the eastern Atlantic Ocean, just out-
side of the Bay of Cadiz, Spain.

He had spent the prior months along Cape de 
Gatte on the Argentine privateer, Young Constitu-
tion, pursuing English ships loaded with Span-
ish cargo and looting Spanish galleons. Unable to 
ignore the disruption to commerce, the Spanish 
navy caught sight of Lansing’s ship one evening 
and began pursuit. The Young Constitution ran.

It was the midnight cries from aloft, warning 
of breaking waves visible only to the lookout, that 
came too late. The Baltimore-built brig on which 
Lansing sailed struck a reef. As the currents pushed 
the vessel higher onto the rocks, the masts shat-
tered, and sailors abandoned ship. Grabbing onto 

whatever they could, they became fish in a barrel. 
The Spanish opened fire. Lansing documented the 
fate of the few survivors, noting, 

They took us in tow. Many of us were mor-
tally wounded, and others bleeding to death 
for want of medical aid. The frigate sent her 
boats to take charge of the wreck. We were 
all bundled on board of the first brig, which 
immediately set sail for the city of Cadiz. We 
were allotted a small portion of the birth [sic] 
deck, where we who were able were allowed 
to bind up the wounds of our less fortunate 
shipmates as well as we could, no other succor 
being granted.

We arrived at Cadiz. We were ironed two and 
two, and conveyed to prison. Those of us who 
could walk, were hurried forward, while the 
disabled were carried in the arms of the sol-
diers. Although some of the latter might have 
survived had aid been extended to them, yet 
a number bled to death in prison. This prison 
was a large stone building, with a tiled roof 
and floor, surrounded by a strong wall. It is 
called St. Sebastian. The ward in which we 
were confined was about fifty feet by thirty-six. 
We could have communication with the other 
wards by gratings. Four sentinels stood at our 
door, who were regularly relieved. Famished 
and faint, we threw ourselves upon the pave-
ment, and fell asleep.32

Spain was in turmoil by the early 1820s. It had 
been for over a decade, since Napoleon destabi-
lized the Spanish monarchy in 1808 and installed 
his brother, Joseph Bonaparte, as king. The impact 
was far-reaching as Spain’s colonies on the other 
side of the Atlantic soon pursued independence 
and openly rebelled against the crown. The Span-
ish navy was combatting rebel privateers (on 
which Lansing served) in fronts in the eastern 
Mediterranean and along the Argentine coast. 

PEER-REVIEWED SCHOLARSHIP



132     MAINSHEET

On land, the Constitutionalists, under the guer-
rilla leader General Francisco Mina, had just suf-
fered a stinging defeat.33 Many of his captured 
rebel army found themselves sent to San Sebastian. 
     While in the prison yard with the men who 
served under Mina, Lansing noticed that: 

amongst the rest of this rude band, I had 
observed a man of very peculiar manners and 
appearance; always pensive and solitary; wan-
dering apart from his fellows, absorbed in 
gloomy reflection. He seldom spoke to any 
one, but when he did speak, his delivery was 
cogent, perspicuous, and graceful. He had an 
accurate knowledge of the English tongue. His 
swarthy complexion, long straight hair, and 
dark piercing eyes, bespoke him a North Amer-
ican Indian, and although his forbidding aspect 
gave no encouragement to New England curi-
osity, I felt an indescribable interest in him, and 
a sort of thrilling sympathy ran through my 
heart as often as I looked upon him.34

Eventually, the two began a conversation and 
inquired about one another. Quickly, almost unbe-
lievably, they realized that they were father and 
son! It had been twenty years or more since they 
were last together. Lansing was a young child when 
his father left home so had no memory of him, 
only stories from his mother. In this most unlikely 
place, they enjoyed a fortuitous, but brief, reunion. 
And, though they engaged as combatants in dif-
ferent theaters, they fought towards a common 
purpose—not just for independence, but against 
absolute power of European sovereigns. 

As they shared more about their experiences, 
Lansing soon learned about his grandfather. His 
father related that:

my father was one of the greatest Chiefs 
belonging to the Narragansett tribe of Indians. 

Although he had long been forced to leave his 
native soil, and flee far to the west, still he pos-
sessed sufficient power and interest to secure 
him a peaceful possession in the western wild; 
this spot, however, attracted the attention of 
those white speculators who had warred upon 
us from the beginning.35 

With his luck turned, this improbable, yet 
entirely possible, meeting connected Lansing to 
his people and to a different time.36 It was the key 
to unlocking his identity and a roadmap in his 
search for others like him.

SACHEM
 

Narragansett Indian Reservation—Charlestown, 
Rhode Island. 1772.
Charles Lansing’s chance encounter with his father 
was revelatory. As the search for prisoner records 
continues, even the most doubtful reader must 
wonder, what more can be made of this unnamed 
Narragansett chief and how does the arc of his 
life connect to the clues in Lansing’s narrative? 
My (Mancini) research took me through many 
archival sources that contained lists of Narragan-
sett names—sometimes hundreds of names. They 
appear in the Colonial Records of Rhode Island, 
census records, Papers of Sir William Johnson, Ezra 
Stiles Itineraries, letters and records associated 
with the Wheelock School, Brothertown migra-
tion history, Charlestown (Rhode Island) Land 
Records, local histories, and more.37 Throughout 
this search, the clues guided me to eliminate the 
following: women (obviously); men who died 
before or after key dates established in my time-
line; enlisted men who died during the French and 
Indian War or the American Revolution; men who 
migrated away from Narragansett homelands and 
later returned; men who died in Rhode Island; 
converts to Christianity; literate men; and, men 
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who were not in positions of authority. This pro-
cess focused my attention on a critical and trans-
formative time in Narragansett tribal history: the 
sachemship of Thomas Ninigret, the role of his 
councilors or chiefs, and the rise of the anti-sachem 
party within the tribe.38 

Over the course of months of searching, one 
name emerged from hundreds: William Sachem. 
What follows is the backstory to The Narraganset 
Chief.

It was by December 1772 that William Sachem 
had had enough. Sachem, as his surname suggests, 
was a member of the extended “royal” family of 
the Narragansett Tribe. Confronted with signing 
another deed transferring Narragansett lands out 
of tribal possession, he refused.39 As one of the 
principal councilors or “chiefs” of the tribe, he was 
in the unenviable position of settling the estate of 
the recently deceased Thomas Ninigret or “King 
Tom,” late sachem (leader) of the Narragansett 
Tribe of Indians. 

King Tom ascended to the leadership of the 
Narragansett tribe a quarter of a century earlier, in 
1746, after his father passed away. By King Tom’s 
time, the tribal reservation of approximately ten 
thousand acres was a mere residue of what Nar-
ragansett homelands had been when Europeans 
first arrived in the region. Here, in the southern 
coastal town of Charlestown, is where the Narra-
gansett Indian reservation was located and where 
tensions over the power and rights of the sachem 
soon divided the tribe. 

At his ascension, when he was an impres-
sionable child of ten years, young Tom was sepa-
rated from his peers and sent away to schools in 
Newport, Rhode Island and at Oxford University 
in Oxford, England. In these places, among pow-
erful elites and far from his “royal” parents, he 
learned to live a privileged and ostentatious life. 
These early experiences proved formative and 
starkly disconnected from the needs and inter-

ests of the tribe. This upbringing eventually came 
at great expense to both Ninigret and his tribe.40 

After returning from his education in England, 
Tom set his mind to building an English-style 
estate on the reservation, later known as “King 
Tom Farm.” He lavishly entertained guests and 
commissioned the building of a personal sailing 
vessel. Such splendor was not free. Through the 
1750s, as he accumulated material wealth, he also 
acquired numerous creditors. Beginning in 1759, 
those creditors came calling. As he learned from 
his father, to settle debts, he began to sell the one 
thing of value to the English and also what mat-
tered most to his tribe—the land. Between 1759 and 
1766, King Tom sold nearly 5500 acres—roughly 
half of the remaining Narragansett land—to settle 
his “just debts.” These sales resulted in the removal 
of Narragansett families from their homes, limit-
ing access to the salt ponds they used for fishing 
(a critical part of tribal subsistence).41 

As panic began to set in among members of 
the tribe, an anti-sachem party led by Samuel Niles 
emerged. (Niles was a tribal member and Christian 
minister who established and led an independent 
Narragansett church.42) This faction of the tribe 
petitioned the Rhode Island General Assembly 
for an intervention. Unsuccessful, they brought 
their case to the attention of Sir William Johnson, 
the Superintendent of Indian Affairs in the Amer-
ican Colonies.43 

By 1767, Ninigret’s life began to unravel. Fol-
lowing a public divorce from his wife, “Idleness 
and intemperance soon reduced him to poverty 
and wretchedness. His authority was denied him; 
his friends deserted him; and, in brief, most of 
his property passed out of his hands to cancel his 
debts.”44 All of his fortunes had evaporated and 
he was now alone. As it was noted in a Histori-
cal Sketch of Charlestown, Rhode Island, “his wife 
[Mary], and Thomas Ninigret, his only son, left 
him and emigrated to the West.”45 After a decade 
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of tumult, fatefully, perhaps suspiciously, Thomas 
Ninigret met his end, reportedly by falling off a 
horse late in 1769.

Tom Ninigret’s council, which enabled much of 
his behavior earlier that decade, was now responsi-
ble for cleaning up the mess and clearing his debt. 
The council was composed of five men, all “chiefs” 
or principal men of the tribe.46 Of these men, only 
William Sachem had an especially important rela-
tionship with “King Tom”—he was Tom’s maternal 
uncle (see Figure 2). This uncle-nephew relation-
ship in Narragansett country was precious and cen-
tral to the governing authority and structure of the 
tribe.47 In fact, what stands out in the midst of the 
flurry of Ninigret’s land sales to white “yeomen” 
is a parcel that he transacted in July 1767 “in Con-
sideration of ye love good will and Effection I 
Have and do bare unto my beloved Uncle William 
Sachem,” and his children and grandchildren.48 Of 
the thousands of acres of land Ninigret sold away 
from the tribe, the 181.5 acres granted to William 
Sachem was the only land privately granted to 
another tribal member/family. 

William Sachem and the council were now in 
control and went about completing the unfortu-
nate business of selling Narragansett lands to sat-
isfy Tom’s creditors. It was King Tom’s farm that 
William refused to sell. Rhode Island authorities 
noted the act as an obstruction, albeit temporary. 
The last known land transfer aimed at settling Nin-
igret’s debts occurred in January 1773 without Wil-
liam Sachem’s mark (signature).49 Four years later, 
Sachem vanished from Rhode Island records.50

According to my research in the historical 
archives of Rhode Island, William Sachem’s last act 
in the colony was one of defiance. If, for now, we 
can hypothesize that the Narragansett Chief was 
indeed Sachem, then we might just see a connec-
tion in the prison yard story that Lansing shared 
in his book. In the dying words of the Narragan-
sett Chief, he remained defiant. As remembered by 
his son and memorialized in his grandson Charles 

Lansing’s book, he gasped: “I am going away to 
those fair regions which lie beyond the setting sun. 
Remember the last words of your father: Never for-
give, never unite with the whites; but injure them 
whenever it lies in your power.”51 

SLAVE

To date, with a paucity of supporting documen-
tary evidence about Lansing’s father, we are left 
to interpret clues about his life from the second-
hand account related in The Narraganset Chief. The 
search for corroborating archives and oral histo-
ries continues. 

Oneida/Haudenosaunee homelands, 
New York. Ca. 1783.
During his time with Lansing in San Sebastian 
prison, Lansing’s father recounted his own story, 
claiming, “’Ere I was born, the contractors had so 
far overcome my father’s scruples as to gain his 
approbation of selling part of the land to the United 
States.”52 In the immediate aftermath of Ameri-
can victory in the American Revolution, the state 
of New York and land companies learned from 
their predecessors in New England and acceler-
ated the process of dispossession through the legal 
and political processes. The expropriation was 
so rapid that in the thirteen-year period between 
1784 and 1797, the Haudenosaunee lost control of 
the western half of New York and northwestern 
Pennsylvania. This included, on one day in 1787, 
approximately 13 million acres.53 

As Native people migrated and relocated 
across the region, the Oneida worked to secure 
what remained of their homelands and to main-
tain a strong Indian presence. Earlier in the century, 
they welcomed the Tuscarora from the region that 
is now North Carolina, and following the Amer-
ican Revolution, they invited members of New 
England tribes, such as the Stockbridge Mohican 
(from western Massachusetts) and Brothertown 
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(from Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Long Island, 
New York) to join them.54 

 After the sale of tribal land, Lansing’s father 
goes on to say that 

at the same time they proposed, that at my 
birth, (my mother being then pregnant,) I 
should be taken to the seaboard, and trained 
up and educated in the English style. In a weak 
hour, they likewise prevailed with him to join 
in the cause of civilization!55 Accordingly I was 
brought up and educated among the whites, 
and early imbibed a sufficiency of their man-
ners and customs to believe that they were in 
the right and we were in the wrong.56 

 Following generations of praying towns, 
Christian missionaries, the Wheelock school, and 
others, this was part of the Indian education experi-
ence before the Federal-era Indian boarding schools 
that sought to “kill the Indian in him, and save 
the man.”57 

Later in their exchange, “hearing of a legacy 
left me by my father, I [Lansing’s father] ventured 
to show myself, and was commissioned to go to 
Congress.”58 This clue in the text points to Oneida 
lands in central New York. By the late 1790s, the 
only land claims or reparations available at the time 
to Indians were through provisions laid out in the 
1794 treaty between the United States Congress and 
the Oneida, Tuscarora, and Stockbridge Mohican.59 
In spite of all else, this was an acknowledgment of 
their service to the United States, when all other 
Haudenosaunee fought alongside the British. 

Peaceful relations in the region did not last 
long and, as the United States began to assert con-
trol over more and more land, conflict became 
inevitable. For all Indian nations, the incursion 
into their homelands was a grave and intolera-
ble affront. 

Northwest Indian Wars. Ca. late 1780s–mid-1790s
Lansing continued reporting his father’s story in 
The Narraganset Chief. While at school in the East, 
he learned of a “disturbance upon the western 
frontiers” and set out to visit his father’s [the Nar-
ragansett Chief] village. “After a weary journey, 
I arrived at the spot where late my father and all 
his friends had been driven from their homes now 
chased farther into the wilderness towards the 
Pacific surges.”60 He arrived soon after “a band 
of murderers, under the sanction of the United 
States government, had that evening surrounded 
the defenceless village, burned, murdered, and 
plundered it. I met a party of Indians retreating 
before the troops of captain Boltworth."61 

The expansion of American empire across 
Indian Country was just the beginning of the long 
“trail of broken treaties.”62 The succeeding dispos-
session and dislocation soon saw Indian peoples 
occupying the world’s stage. 

Napoleon’s Army—Acre [now Akko, Israel]. 1799.
In despair, Lansing’s father recalled that “seeing all 
my prospects ruined in America, I fled to Europe; 
I went with Napoleon to Egypt; and at the battle 
of Acre63 was taken prisoner, and carried to Con-
stantinople, thence to Algiers, where I remained a 
slave.”64 Constantinople,65 the capital of the Otto-
man Empire, drew in the survivors of Napoleon’s 
defeated army and then dispersed them across its 
vast Mediterranean reach. Algiers, the capital city 
of the North African country of Algeria, was a key 
port city in the Ottoman trade networks and a 
home base of the Barbary pirates that threatened 
American and European commerce. 

I fell into the hands of a humane master, 
who entrusted me freely with his affairs, 
and allowed me considerable liberty. He had 
several other slaves, amongst whom were a 
Circassian lady, with a beautiful daughter. 
Between them I soon contracted an intimacy. I 
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became attached to the daughter, and she soon 
showed some partiality for me. I resolved to 
effect my escape, and to carry off the fair crea-
ture with me.
 
My master had a small schooner, in which 
he had made several trips to Gibralter, and 
although he had once ventured to take me with 
him, I saw no opportunity to make my escape. 
Another voyage was now contemplated. On 
the night before our departure, I prevailed on 
a Moor, whom I had bound to my interest, to 
convey my dulcinea on board the schooner, 
and secrete her below deck. We sailed early 
the next morning. The wind proved favorable. 
In the course of several days we reached the 
coast of Old Spain, and Cape Palliser hove in 
sight. "Now," said I to Sidi the Moor—"now 
is our time, if we would regain our liberty." 
My master, with two Moors, was then asleep 
below, and there was not a breeze upon the 
wave. We took some fire down into the hold 
and kindled a blaze, jumped into the boat with 
my girl, and pulled for the shore.66

Freedom. For a time . . .
 

WANDERER
 

Near Pittsfield, Massachusetts. 1806.
“Nine winters had passed over me,” Charles Lan-
sing (b. ca. 1797) begins his story about becoming 
aware that he was different.67 Until that moment, 
“I had not perceived, in all that time, that I was 
other in form, feature, or complexion, than my 
associates.”68 Raised in a remote town in rural 
northwestern Massachusetts, he remembered the 
moment clearly: “I was a schoolboy. My playmates 
first taught me to repine. It was an afternoon in the 
month of May, when I ran home to my mother, and 
in the anguish of my spirit, begged to know if I 
was indeed stigmatized by that stamp, which had 

procured me the derision of my school-fellows.”69

Dispirited, Lansing remembered of his mother:

she caught me in her arms, and, affected by the 
artless simplicity of my question and manner, 
burst into tears. She told me, that I was indeed 
distinguished from my fellows, by a darker 
hue than that which now marks the lords of 
the soil, but that the original inhabitants of the 
country wore the same swarthy complexion 
and sable straight hair which was condemned 
by the usurpers of this fair region.70 

 
I was—"a [fucking] Indian.”71

 
Of the nearly 34,000 inhabitants of Berkshire 

County in 1800, only 494 were Black (less than 1.5 
percent). Though Indians weren’t counted, there 
were almost certainly fewer at that point, as the 
remaining Mohican lands at Stockbridge were 
overrun by white settlers. Most of the tribes’ mem-
bers had sold their remaining land allotments by 
1790 and relocated to New Stockbridge in Oneida 
homelands 150 miles (240 km) to the west in cen-
tral New York. 

 Beyond that, local contempt of Indians lin-
gered long after the 1704 massacre of white set-
tlers by the French and their Mohawk, Wyandot 
(Huron), and Abenaki allies in nearby Deerfield. 
Most Natives who remained in western Massa-
chusetts (such as William Apes, Sr., a Pequot who 
moved his young family between Colrain, Massa-
chusetts, and Colchester, Connecticut) were itin-
erant tradespeople such as cobblers and basket 
makers making and selling their wares to local 
white farmers.72

 Contemptuousness didn’t come from all 
quarters, however. Lansing distinguished white 
people by their treatment of him, noting that “I 
experienced more respect and consideration from 
persons of standing and respectability, than I did 
from the most debased class of white men.”73 Lan-

PEER-REVIEWED SCHOLARSHIP



    ISSUE 1 // Maritime Social History     137         

sing’s self-awareness and disconnection grew as his 
mother consoled him. The pale-skinned daughter 
of a Circassian woman,74 displaced from her own 
homelands on the edge of the Black Sea:

She said the only relation in America of whom I 
could boast, was herself; that my father, whom 
she had married while in slavery in Barbary, 
was far away; that his career had been way-
ward—he had followed in the train of Napo-
leon—but that now she knew not the place of 
his abode. Yet, she assured me, that I might 
confidently rely upon her protection, although 
my color differed from her own.75

 
It wasn’t enough. On one early mid-summer 

morning, Lansing left home. In so doing, he pro-
claimed that:

the reader is now to behold me a solitary wan-
derer over the world’s wide stage; commenc-
ing my recreant course even in childhood, 
without a friend to direct, or a protector to 
soothe—a voluntary exile from my home, ban-
ished by my own unyielding pride, and only 
supported by the reflection that I was alone on 
the earth, and that as nobody cared for me, I 
must care for myself, and maintain what little 
respect I still had for my own character, until I 
might be called to the land of darkness, where 
we should be all of a color.76

He was nine years old. 

New Orleans, Louisiana. Between 1813 and 1816.
Lansing first arrived in New Orleans a year or 
so after Louisiana was admitted to the Union in 
1812. His was a brief, relatively uneventful trip. 
With a pocketful of prize money from his service 
on a Venezuelan privateer, he had returned to the 
United States intending to visit his mother. But, 
rather quickly, he remembered:

I had formed associations in Boston, especially 
with a certain gambler, a notorious villain, 
who paid me great attention. He was about 
setting out for New-Orleans, and, in a weak 
hour, prevailed upon me to accompany him to 
that place. He paid my passage, and I arrived 
with him safely in New Orleans. Upon our 
arrival, He set up a shop, and I attended the 
bar. My patron used me well, apparently, and 
I remained satisfied with my situation. 
 
In this place, I learned more of mankind than 
I had ever done before; and became quite an 
adept in worldly policy. In the course of a few 
months, I had learned sufficient with respect to 
my friend, to know self-interest was the main 
spring of all his actions.77 

From French possession to American, the Lou-
isiana Territory (sold by Napoleon in 1803) soon 
put America on the path to empire. Upon comple-
tion of the sale, the United States had more than 
doubled its size and was eager to assert control 
over millions of acres of land. Indeed, the lower 
Mississippi River was soon flooded with Ameri-
can traders and settlers.

 As with the interior, the United States also 
needed to assert control over the Gulf Coast and its 
maritime economy. By April 1812, Louisiana had 
become the country’s eighteenth state and less than 
two months later, the United States declared war on 
Great Britain for its frequent disruption of Amer-
ican commerce, including in its southern waters.

 Near the mouth of the Mississippi River, New 
Orleans was the principal port of commerce in the 
South and it soon became one of its largest cities. 
As with the United States and Canadian border-
lands in the North and the heaths of west London 
where Lansing spent some of his formative years, 
the limits of governmental control were constantly 
tested. Rapid growth in this cultural crossroads, 
coupled with an underdeveloped administrative 
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structure, created fertile ground for those willing 
to flout the law and participate in the region’s 
black markets.78 Those who knew intimately the 
meandering waterways and bayous could simulta-
neously evade customs officials and subject unsus-
pecting passenger boats to the ways of the river 
bandit (careful, of course, not to disrupt commerce 
on the river and raise the ire of the merchants).

Lansing soon calculated his departure to “the 
sickly season coming on,” when “I embraced a 
favorable opportunity to escape from his clutches; 
and leaving him, by stealth, embarked for New 
York, which place I reached in good health, and in 
good circumstances.”79 In New Orleans, the “sickly 
season” meant the onset of yellow fever, also called 
the “saffron scourge.”80 With major outbreaks in 
1809 and 1811, it remained a perennial threat to the 
health of the city, especially between August and 
November.81 Well before germ theory provided 
an explanation for the causes of epidemic disease, 
mortality rates in excess of 10 percent gave rise to 
New Orleanians’ enduring belief in ghosts, vam-
pires, witches, and haunted spaces.82

Not long after his first trip to New Orleans, 
Lansing returned to the port city. But this visit (in 
1814 or 1815) was different for the sailors aboard 
the arriving schooner. For those made apprehen-
sive by the area’s lore, enough was enough. Lan-
sing confessed that 

I had previously heard of haunted houses 
and haunted vessels; I was now on board of 
one. Singular noises were heard in the hold 
at the hour of midnight, but when a light was 
taken to the spot, nothing could be seen. How 
to account for these things, I do not know. I 
never saw a ghost, but I am sure if there is any 
such thing, I heard them at loggerheads in that 
schooner’s hatchways.83

 
The men with whom Lansing sailed were 

already a superstitious lot, and consequently, the 

author noted, “When we arrived at New Orleans, 
the crew determined to sail no longer with their 
ethereal shipmates, and we all deserted together 
one night, leaving their shadowships in full posses-
sion of the forecastle.”84 Alas, the mighty sailor was 
no match for the moanings of the haunted vessel. 

A sailor’s pay on the relatively short voyage 
from New York to New Orleans would not 
amount to much and was often spent on cloth-
ing, tools, food, and lodging. Upon his arrival, Lan-
sing acknowledged that when he wrote, “My cash 
account was by this time nearly closed,” but he 
needed a room at a boarding house and food. Lan-
sing was young but a quick study and absorbed 
many lessons from the more seasoned criminals 
he encountered in his travels. Noting that “I had 
recourse to some of the pedler’s arts to obtain 
‘the needful,’”85  he turned to pickpocketing and 
petty theft. 

 With sticky fingers, he soon “had considerable 
change in my pocket” and, with that, he “went to 
Natchez in a pole-boat.”86 Natchez, Mississippi, 
is 240 miles (386 km) upriver from New Orleans. 
Only four steamboats navigated the Mississippi 
River in the period from 1811 to 1814, so pole boats 
were the most prominent mode of upstream trans-
portation. Lansing doesn’t specify, but at ten miles 
per day of push-poling, it would have taken almost 
a month to ascend the river. 

 Natchez was also the capital of the Missis-
sippi Territory, with a population that exceeded 
1,500 people.87 Cotton agriculture rooted the local 
economy88 and, following New Orleans, it soon 
became the second largest slave-trading center in 
the South. Upon his arrival, Lansing “had good 
success in gambling, and obtained about three 
hundred dollars.” He seemed content with the 
action in this budding metropolis, but “after being 
two months in this town, I got into a squabble one 
night, was robbed of every farthing, and pitchpoled 
neck and heels out of a window, which fall injured 
me considerably.” Perhaps it was his young age, 
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his race, his intellect or arrogance, or his “pedler’s 
arts” and a history of scrapping that brought him 
to this unfortunate outcome. But, he recalled, “As 
I could get no assistance in Natchez, I resolved to 
return to New Orleans, and falling in with a boat-
mate, he took me with him to the city. I went into 
the hospital, where I soon recovered.”89

After his recuperation, Lansing’s adventures 
brought him to more distant locations: time in 
Venezuela and involvement in the Spanish Ameri-
can wars for independence (1808–1833); service in 
the Mediterranean sea on privateers and on U.S. 
naval vessels during the Greek War for Indepen-
dence (1821–1832; and two encounters with Lord 
Byron!); on a pirate ship in the Straits of Florida; 
to Burma [Myanmar] during the first Anglo-Bur-
mese War (1824–1826); to China on a hospital ship; 
to South Africa, witnessing an elephant hunt; and 
a mutiny on a whaleship and subsequent strand-
ing in the Galapagos Islands. 

All throughout his travels, he seems to reflect 
on a common thread: the meaning of sovereignty, 
of independence, and of freedom. For Lansing, it 
was a familiar, intensely personal, and occasionally 
unavoidable journey, beginning with the trauma 
in childhood that motivated him to leave home 
to the trauma he endured during his service on 
a slave ship. 

Rio Pongo, Guinea. ca. 1827–1828. 
Sometime in 1827 or 1828, according to Lan-
sing’s narrative, thirty-eight enslaved Africans 
were chained in the cargo hold of the Brig Sarato-
ga.90 The Saratoga, anchored in the channel of Rio 
Pongo, was more than 60 miles (96 km) into the 
West African country of Guinea, awaiting an addi-
tional cargo of 140 enslaved people. After approx-
imately six days in darkness, unnourished, laying 
in their own urine and feces, the enslaved people 
heard the shouts of an unfamiliar language and 
rushed movements above them. The captain and 
the mate finished their consultation and two orders 

were given. First, bring the Africans on deck and 
pinion them together in pairs. As one of the crew 
members following these orders, Charles Lan-
sing observed that “they came willingly on deck, 
seemed pleased with the change in their situation, 
caressed the crew, and very quietly submitted to 
be pinioned.”91 Then the second order came: “Sling 
a stand of grape to every couple, and throw them 
overboard.”92 

The void of humanity that followed left Lan-
sing aghast. In his telling that describes the horror, 

One couple was cast overboard, before the 
devoted wretches knew their fate. A panic 
seized the survivors. They fell on their knees, 
begged for mercy, kissed our hands and feet, 
and asked why we would kill them, for they 
were willing to go to America. They asked if 
they had committed any crime, or whether 
they had been remiss in the discharge of any 
duty. No answer was given them; but still the 
work of death went on. Couple after couple 
was plunged into the black waters, and the 
scream of agony rose above the fiery wave.93 
 

Indeed, as the British anti-slavery patrol clipper 
HMS Black Joke bore down on the Saratoga, “This 
was the last hope left us of saving our necks from 
the halter.”94

 Only months earlier, in 1826, while in Havana, 
Lansing joined the crew of “a large and rakish 
brig,” referring to the Saratoga which was anchored 
near Morro Castle on the northeastern side of the 
port’s entry.95 With 14 guns, it presented as a ship 
of war and the crew was led to believe they were 
“setting out on an expedition,” the details of which 
were initially concealed.96

By the time of Lansing’s account, the Atlan-
tic slave trade was three centuries in the making 
and Havana, Cuba, was a key landing and distri-
bution port of enslaved Africans. Over 1,100 slave 
ships had landed in Havana97 with little done to 
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stem the demand for, or the supply of, free labor 
from Africa. 

The captain, an American from Baltimore, 
harangued the eighty-five mostly American and 
English crew, offering that “we were engaged in a 
hazardous business, that our liberty and lives were 
at stake.”98 He reminded the crew that “as we had 
good wages … if successful [we] would receive 
an extra compensation.”99 Success depended on 
preparation and training with the ship’s cannons, 
so the captain “wished to accustom us to the exer-
cise of the guns, and fit us for action.”100 He pro-
claimed that they must “unite in the prosecution of 
such measures as would most redound to the gen-
eral good, the success of the voyage, and defence 
against the cruisers with which the African coast 
was lined.”101 

In fact, Britain had deployed the West African 
Squadron as an anti-slavery patrol along the Afri-
can coast. The frigate HMS Sybille and its tender, 
the clipper Black Joke, were feared and reviled by 
all engaged in the trade.102 

 Following combat training, Lansing observed, 

In good time we arrived on the coast of Africa, 
and made Cape Mount.103 Here we traded with 
the natives, and got considerable gold dust. We 
then proceeded up the coast, passed [sic] Sierra 
Leone, and run in at Mount Serado, (now 
called Liberia).104 There were some Americans 
here at this time, who suspected our intentions, 
and gave us to understand that we were not 
welcome; but, as the place was not fortified, 
we disregarded their grim countenances.105

 
Awaiting a second group of enslaved Afri-

cans, the Saratoga lay anchored in the channel of 
Rio Pongo. 

The captain said that as we should be obliged 
to wait for these slaves, and as there were 
many English and French cutters cruising up 

and down the coast, it would be best to set a 
watch. Accordingly the long boat was vict-
ualled, armed, and manned, and sent to the 
mouth of the harbor to row guard, and keep 
a sharp look out for sails.

About four days after the departure of the boat, 
we heard the report of muskets at midnight, 
which the captain understood to be signals 
from the boat. “Something is in the wind!” 
cried he; “call all hands!” Just as the crew came 
on deck, the long boat was pulled alongside. 
The men were much exhausted; and the mate 
said that the English frigate Cybelle [sic] lay 
at the mouth of the river, that her boats were 
in chase of him, and could not now be more 
than four or five miles distant.

Hereupon the captain and mate held a short 
consultation; for short it must be. They well 
knew that if we were caught with slaves on 
board, the rigor of the law would be exerted 
against us. Set them on shore we could not, for 
want of time, as the splash of the Enlishmen’s 
[sic] oars was now heard.106

Lansing’s life must have flashed before him. 
And then came the awful, unimaginable choice that 
he faced: their death or his? As described above, 
the most brutal crime against humanity ensued. 

For a reader in the 1830s, this was another 
piece of literature that called attention to mount-
ing evidence of the brutality and inhumanity of the 
slave trade. For Charles Lansing, at the moment 
he stepped off the Saratoga in Havana, he was 
resolved: “I would engage in any expedition 
excepting a voyage to Africa.”107

 
USS Guerriere, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 1829.
Following an accusation of mutiny aboard a Yankee 
whaleship and subsequent stranding in the Galapa-
gos Islands, Lansing found his way to Brazil, which 
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was in turmoil under the reign of Emperor Pedro 
I. In the final paragraph of his autobiography, he 
expeditiously recorded, “As it would enlarge this 
narrative beyond all reasonable limits, were I to 
mention all our adventures in Rio Janeiro, I will 
only say, that I shipped on board the U. S. ship 
Guerriere, under Commodore Thompson, and 
went to the Pacific Ocean.”108 

 In fastidious pursuit of all available evidence 
to corroborate Lansing’s claim, I (Mancini) located 
the logbook of the Guerriere in the archives of the 
New York Public Library. Indeed, it showed the 
vessel in “Rio Janeiro” from April 8 to 12, 1829. 
And, having previously located the crew list of 
the Guerriere in the National Archives (Figure 6), 
one can clearly see that Charles Lansing, “ordi-
nary seaman,” joined its crew on April 11, 1829.109 
Over the course of the next two months, the ship 
rounded Cape Horn and voyaged into the Pacific 
Ocean and up the coast of South America to Callao, 
Peru, where a contingent of United States naval 
vessels were stationed.110 On return, the Guerriere 
anchored in Norfolk, Virginia, before completing 
its journey to New York. 

U.S. Naval Hospital. Norfolk, Virginia. 1831.
The Guerriere, on its return voyage from the Pacific 
Ocean, anchored in the port of Norfolk, Virginia. A 
number of its crew were suffering from ailments 
such as rheumatism, smallpox, chronic diarrhea, 
and inflamed eyes. On December 10, 1831, Charles 
Lansing, “ordinary seaman,” was admitted to the 
U.S. Naval Hospital suffering from scrofula, a 
form of tuberculosis affecting the lymph nodes. 
His condition, while uncomfortable and render-
ing him unfit for service, was not life threatening. 
Ultimately, it landed him in the hospital for 107 
days.111 It was almost certainly during these three 
and a half months that he penned the manuscript 
he would later hand to Isaac Peirce. 

He was discharged from the naval hospital 
on March 26, 1832, and returned to the Guerriere, 
which was destined for New York. Only three 
months later, The Narraganset Chief was published.

*****

Tomaquag Indian Museum. Exeter, Rhode Island. 
2023.
As a citizen of the Narragansett Indian Tribe, I 
(Silvermoon Mars LaRose) am a descendant of 
the history Charles Lansing relates. My ancestor, 
James Niles, was the brother of Rev. Samuel Niles 
(noted above), the first minister of the Narragan-
sett Indian Church and instrumental in opposing 
the sale of our tribal lands by “King Tom” Ninigret 
(Charles Lansing’s father’s first cousin).112 As far 
as I know, prior to its recovery, my family and my 
tribal community were unaware of this book and 
its contents. What follows are my thoughts and 
reflections about The Narraganset Chief. 

Charles Lansing’s early experience of racial 
identity speaks to me. The realization that you’re 
different from others based on your skin color 
is something most brown and Black children in 
America cannot escape. It is something of a rite 
of passage. I remember my own awakening in Figure 6. 1829 Crew List from the Guerriere, Commodore 

Thompson (U.S. Naval Records, National Archives)
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kindergarten—the stares, the confusion, the com-
ments, the embarrassment, singled out as the only 
brown face in a classroom of white students. At a 
very early age, children of color are introduced to 
the nuances of race and forced to navigate these 
complexities; enduring micro-aggressions before 
developing the language for defense; exposed to 
stereotypes and discrimination. It is a complete 
double standard when white children are shielded 
from these conversations and our children don’t 
have a choice. Reading of Lansing’s racial awak-
ening makes me think little has changed in the 
nearly two hundred years between his childhood 
and mine.

 When I read from this account, I hear the 
story of a man, “a wanderer,” disconnected from 
his tribal community and cultural heritage. This is 
a story known to many Indigenous people. Sepa-
rated from his father, his direct connection to his 
tribal identity, he grew up a stranger to his culture. 
For many tribal communities, tribal affiliation fol-
lows the mother’s line. I heard so often growing 
up, “You are what your mother is.” It would stand 
to reason that if the Narragansett chief, William 
Sachem, had a child (Charles Lansing’s father) as 
we suspect by an Oneida, or more broadly, Haude-
nosaunee woman, his tribal affiliation would 
follow from his mother. And we know Lansing’s 
mother was Circassian, a non-Native woman. So, 
while Lansing was “Indian” through his father, his 
birth affiliation would be neither Narragansett nor 
Oneida/Haudenosaunee. Lacking a direct mater-
nal tie to any tribal community, however, it is most 
likely that his paternal grandmother would have 
adopted him into her clan family. These nuances, 
often overlooked by scholars and the public who 
don’t know or understand our tribal kinship ties, 
provide us the means to interpret Lansing’s iden-
tity in other ways. 

Indigenous people of the Dawnland, the East 
Coast, were on the front lines of European colo-
nization. The dispossession of our ancestral lands 

led to a diaspora of our community members. The 
decrease in land base would have made it impossi-
ble to continue living in a traditional manner. There 
simply would not have been room or resources for 
all of our community members to continue their 
cultural practices undisturbed. Some traveled west-
ward to seek refuge among other tribal commu-
nities less disturbed (at that point in time) where 
they could continue as a collective.113 Others, by 
force, choice, or necessity, assimilated into colonial 
society, to find employment and self-sufficiency. 
Despite the challenges, others remained within 
Narragansett enclaves in Shannock (Charlestown), 
Westerly, Providence, Quonsett, or in the Peace 
Dale (Wakefield) area,114 trying to hold on to a 
communal way of life as their land base and sov-
ereignty were increasingly challenged and snipped 
away. This disruption to community is directly 
responsible for the losses to our language, oral his-
tory, and spiritual and cultural practice. It’s more 
difficult to pass on Indigenous knowledge when 
your community has dispersed. Nevertheless, we 
have survived (Figure 7).

Stories like The Narraganset Chief reveal the per-
sonal traumas experienced by our kinfolk during a 
time in our history when foreign people and sys-
tems were hell-bent on dismantling our identities, 
cultural practices, and socioeconomic connection to 
tribal community. For our tribe, the period covered 
in this narrative is remembered as a huge transi-
tion for our ancestors. Nearly a hundred years after 
King Philip’s War (1675-1676), our community had 
suffered enslavement, displacement, dispossession 
of land, racism, and enforced caste (even by our 
own sachem!), resulting in trauma that would be 
passed on generationally.

Lansing’s search for those like him, a tribe as it 
were, began before he stepped aboard any vessel. 
He noted that:

notwithstanding these kind assurances [of my 
mother], I now began to feel myself an insu-
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lated being. Circumstances, in which I had 
no agency, had severed me from the society 
of my equals. I wondered why nature had so 
unkindly dealt by me; and my spirit, naturally 
high, recoiled at the idea of yielding prece-
dence to those who could boast no advan-
tage over me, save that their skins were paler 
than mine. . . I at length. . . resolved to leave 
the partners of my childhood, and try if in the 
world’s wide sphere there might not be found 
those who would look with complacency on 
a being formed like themselves, with all the 
distinguishing properties of humanity, though 
shaded by the hand of varying nature.115

The Narraganset Chief relates our history through 
the travels and experiences of men. But, in our Tribal 
nations, women are the gathering place, holding 
our families together. When I look historically at the 
governance of our people, there were many great 
Sauncksquûaog, female leaders, who guarded our 

communities.116 These women were leaders who 
negotiated and fought for the protection and secu-
rity of their people. They were the nurturers who 
sought to preserve our culture and communities, 
keeping us together, tied to our lands, as colonists 
threatened our existence. Women hold the com-
munity together, ensuring our survival, passing 
on tradition, teaching us who we are. It was this 
sense of belonging that Lansing was in search of.

Even to this day, there are many great matri-
archs in the Narragansett tribe. These are the 
women we gather around for love and learning. So 
many in my own lifetime are directly responsible 
for the cultural educator I am today. This includes 
the late Dr. Ella Sekatau, a tribal historian and med-
icine woman, whose legacy preserved and passed 
on traditional arts, language, culture, and cere-
mony. There is also Alberta Wilcox, a beloved elder, 
who for years has passed on traditional knowledge 
and arts to the community. These two women are 
directly responsible for educating many of us who 

Figure 7. Moshup © 2023 Silvermoon Mars LaRose
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took their cultural classes as children, including 
Tomaquag Museum’s director Lorén Spears, my 
professional mentor. My paternal grandmother, the 
late Laura Fry Mars, a historian and genealogist, 
along with my grandfather and others, started the 
Charlestown Historical Society to ensure the inclu-
sion of Indigenous history within the town. The 
late Grace Babcock Brown Spears, my maternal 
grandmother, was the most beautiful soul, known 
for her open door and open heart. A highly intel-
ligent woman with a gift for gab and hospitality, 
everyone was welcomed at her door, fed magnif-
icently, and sheltered gracefully. She passed her 
knowledge of edible and medicinal plants on to 
me through my mother, and her daughter, Starr 
Lee Spears Mars. These women taught me to be 
like our Nukhasahkee, our earth mother, to be a 
nurturer, to feed, heal, and care for others. These 
and so many others, are the Matriarchs who raised 
me, ensuring that I grew up within my commu-
nity, and safeguarding the transfer of traditional 
knowledge for future generations. 

The recovery of stories like The Narraganset 
Chief provides an opportunity to hear from and 
reconnect with our ancestors. These first-person 
accounts help us understand the personal impact 
of colonization on our tribe. Exploring these nar-
ratives with one another kickstarts the work of 
unpacking and dismantling the cycles of trauma 
still affecting our community today. 

 
Conclusion
Charles Lansing is alone in the canon of Amer-
ican literature: his autobiography has been mis-
attributed to the book’s editor, Isaac Peirce, and 
subsequently defined for 190 years as a work of 
fiction. He is both a man without a country117 and, 
for more nuanced reasons, an Indian without a 
tribe. He has written a firsthand account, a first 
draft, of global history from below—one that doc-
uments the circuitry of empire as much as it details 

the black markets functioning in borderlands and 
unregulated or contested seas. 

The stories presented above are extracted from 
a larger book project that includes more rigorous 
inquiry and contextualization. Even beyond its 
classification as a picaresque novel, the recognition 
of the Narraganset Chief text as an autobiographi-
cal narrative presents interpretive challenges. The 
erasure of Native histories and the obscured signif-
icance of women, coupled with the global scope of 
Lansing’s experience, makes the process of archival 
recovery and validation extremely difficult. While 
research is ongoing, archives associated with this 
story will be truly global in nature and rely on 
others to contribute their knowledge and exper-
tise. So, we invite readers to identify and share 
with us any clues relating to “the adventures of 
a wanderer” and remain hopeful that the publi-
cation of this essay will lead to new information 
about Charles Lansing’s life.118

Our collaboration wraps a community’s arms 
around an obscure book. And the scattered archives 
naming Narragansett ancestors coupled with com-
munity memory/oral history reanimate the book 
and allow us to travel across time to compose 
our story. This embrace allows us to navigate an 
inherent juxtaposition we encounter in Lansing’s 
narrative. It is access to the sea that provides free-
dom for men but that brings to bear a broad dis-
connection from community, from place, land, and 
identity, and from femininity and female power, 
as well as a sense of belonging, connection, and 
community—EVERYTHING that Lansing is seek-
ing in his wanderings. 

 As a Native American autobiography, The 
Narraganset Chief emerged along with the works 
of the Pequot minister and activist William Apes, 
who published his own autobiography in A Son 
of the Forest (1829, 1831) and later experiences con-
cerning civil rights violations while living among 
the Mashpee Wampanoag in Indian Nullification of 
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the Unconstitutional Laws of Massachusetts Relative to 
the Marshpee Tribe, or, The Pretended Riot Explained 
(1835). Similarly, as previously referenced, the 
Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Paul Cuffe: A 
Pequot Indian: During Thirty Years Spent at Sea, and 
in Travelling in Foreign Lands (1839) offers a com-
panion for understanding the maritime careers of 
Indian men. Lansing’s account bears witness to this 
displacement of Indians from the land and their 
shift towards the sea. The Narraganset Chief text is, 
chronologically, the first autobiography to expand 
the scope of maritime literature to American Indian 
maritime experience and literary tradition. 

 The Narraganset Chief should also be consid-
ered along with the American abolitionist literary 
genre, at the very beginning of the “golden age” 
of the slave narrative (1830-1860). Registered as 
a publication on June 15, 1832, The Narraganset 
Chief emerged—seemingly without much fanfare—
between the establishment of the New England 
Anti-Slavery Society (January 1, 1832) and the 
New York Anti-Slavery Society (January 1, 1833). 
While it chronicles the “wandering” life of the 
author, the book relates his earliest experience of 
racism and discrimination, and later, his partici-
pation on a slave ship in which living enslaved 
people were thrown overboard to avoid capture 
by an anti-slaving patrol.

When contextualized and understood as an 
autobiography, The Narraganset Chief reveals a 
much more complicated and nuanced picture of 
lives and experiences of Native people who existed 
at the intersection of empire. The stories related in 
this narrative are not generic events, but an accu-
mulation of specific moments, each of which com-
promises the identity, sovereignty, and freedom of 
people. Throughout are the behaviors and voices 
of Native peoples, African peoples, South Asian 
peoples, etc. that illuminate persistence, resistance, 
and agency. The settler-colonial enterprise seeks 
to divide and disperse, separating Native people 

from documentation about Native people. The 
recovery of texts like this begins to repair the archi-
val harm done over centuries and reconnects past 
voices with tribes today, helping to plant seeds of 
self-determination for tomorrow. The recovery of, 
and research into, this book releases silenced voices 
and returns them to their people across the globe. 
The ancestors are indeed still speaking. 
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