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The Naumkeag: Marblehead’s First Inhabitants

For generations before Europeans settled in what is now 
Marblehead, this land was home to the Naumkeag band of 
the Massachusett Tribe. The Naumkeag traveled throughout the 

present-day North Shore, where they fished, planted, hunted, and lived 

based on a seasonal cycle. 

20th century historian Sidney Perley described the tribe as “affable and 

courteous and well-disposed, ready to devote the best of what they had to 

the general good.” Yet, their good nature was tested as unwitting European 

settlers mistook empty seasonal wigwams or wetus for abandoned villages, 

claiming the land as their own. The new inhabitants also brought new viruses 

that decimated the Native population. Tensions between Native People and 

White settlers erupted in King Phillip’s War (1675–78), which nearly wiped 

out the Naumkeag population. Whites enslaved Native captives, shipping 

them off to the West Indies where they labored in horrid conditions. Those 

Naumkeag who survived passed down their histories and traditions to 

their living descendants who serve as representatives of the tribe today.

Over the years, amateur historians and archaeologists have unearthed 

signs of Marblehead’s original inhabitants. Shell heaps, tools, remnants 

of stockade forts, and even graves have been found throughout 

Marblehead. They speak to the generations of Naumkeag who made 

this land their home.

Marblehead’s Town Deed 
In 1684, King Charles II of England revoked Massachusetts Bay Colony’s royal 
charter, negating any land titles held by White settlers. Meanwhile, Naumkeag 
leaders claimed ownership to all or part of Marblehead. White residents 
determined to settle the property disputes by buying the land from the Native 
People. On September 16, 1684, the land was purchased for 16 pounds. The 
signed land deed now hangs in the Selectmen’s Room of Abbot Hall. The 
seals and marks of the 7 Native signers are still visible.

The Tercentenary Sign 
In 1930, to celebrate the 300th anniversary 
of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, historical 
markers were placed throughout the 
Commonwealth. Unfortunately, this sign 
inaccurately labels the local Native People 
as Nipmucs, when in fact they were 
Naumkeag. Nanepashemet was the leader, 
or Great Sachem, of the Native People of the 
Massachusett Confederation, overseeing 
vast tracts of land. He died in battle in 1619. 
His wife, Squaw Sachem, and later their 
sons took over control of his territory. His 
youngest son, Wenepoykin (also known as 
Sagamore George), controlled this area.This sign is located at the corner of 

Beach Street and Ocean Avenue
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Interested in learning more about Marblehead’s diverse history? Please visit:


