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Introduction 
 

The Narragansett people were Rhode Island’s earliest inhabitants and we know through 

archeological records of their existence thousands of years ago.  In fact, in 1524 explorer 

Giovanni da Verrazano wrote of his contact with the Narragansett.  At that time, the Narragansett 

territory included most of present day Rhode Island and, the Narragansett were related to most of 

their neighbors.  To the north of the Blackstone River Valley and Pawtucket were the Nipmuck 

and the Massachusett; in the area southwest of Westerly were the Pequot and the Mohegan; and 

to the east across Narragansett Bay were the Sakonnet and Wampanoag. The Narragansett also 

included the sachememdoms of the eastern Niantic, the Pawtuxet, Coweset, and Shawomet.   

In 1636, the Narragansett accepted Roger Williams and other English settlers into their 

territory, which led to the founding of Providence. The continual flow of settlement by the 

English and others would lead to increased conflict, and by the end of the 17th century the 

Narragansett lost a great deal of their land and much of their population to war.  The 

Narragansett continued to lose lands and, eventually, their sovereignty in the 18th and 19th 

century.  They regained their tribal status and some land in the 20th century, yet their struggle 

continues today. 

 
Standards 
 
RI K-12 GSEs for Civics & Government and Historical Perspectives/RI History 
 
GSEs for Grades 5-6 
 
HP 1: History is an account of human activities that is interpretive in nature. 
HP 1 -2: Interpret history as a series of connected events with multiple cause-effect relationships… 

HP 1–1 
Students act as historians, using a variety of tools (e.g., artifacts and primary and secondary sources) by… 

a. identifying appropriate sources (e.g., historical maps, diaries, photographs) to answer historical questions 
b. using sources to support the stories of history (How do we know what we know?)  
c. asking and answering historical questions, organizing information, and evaluating information in terms of 
relevance 
d. identifying the point of view of a historical source  
 

HP 2: History is a chronicle of human activities, diverse people, and the societies they form. 
HP 2 -1: Connect the past with the present 
HP 2 -2: Chronicle events and conditions 
HP 2 -3: Show understanding of change over time… 
 HP 2– 1 

Students connect the past with the present by… 
a. identifying sequential events, people, and societies that have shaped RI today 
b. comparing and contrasting the development of RI ethnic history to the nation’s history (e.g., what 

historical factors makes RI unique? immigration, settlement patterns, religion, resources, geography) 

http://www.ride.ri.gov/instruction/DOCS/CIVICS/RI_Civics_GSEs_K-12_Final_Version.doc
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The Narragansett people were Rhode Island’s earliest inhabitants.  They spoke a dialect of the Algonquian 

language, which did not have a written alphabet.  Roger Williams (1604?-1683), an Englishman, was one 

of the founders of the colony of Rhode Island, which was located within Narragansett land.  Williams 

wanted to create a better system of communication between European settlers and the native peoples.  He 

wrote down the Narragansett language using the English alphabet in his book Key into the Language of 

America, first published in 1643.  Williams spent a great deal of time with the Narragansett’s and 

observed their customs and ways of life, in addition to their language. Included in this Narragansett-

English dictionary was valuable information about the culture of the Narragansett people, such as 

information on farming, hunting, fishing.  The role of women and children is also included along with a 

description of living conditions.   

 
 

Document # 1 
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Directions: 

 
In reading newspapers and books from the 17th and 18th Century, you will notice a symbol that looks 
to us like a lower case "f" was used to identify a long “s” sound where we now simply use a lower 
case “s”.  The symbol looks like “ƒ” 
An upper case “S” is “S” and upper case is “F” is “F”.  
The following list of words is found in the document on the next page.  The document is a passage 
from A Key into the Language of America by Roger Williams, which was first published in 1643. 
 
Change the letter ƒ to s in each word; be sure to change only the letters in bold type.  Use the blank 
space to rewrite the word. 

 
 

 
Obƒervation 

 

theƒe  

occaƒions  

becauƒe  

duƒt  

houƒe  

ƒudden  

freƒh  

ƒometimes  

aƒunder  

unleƒƒe  

ƒome  

forƒake  

ƒnow  

ƒixtie  

elƒewhere  

eƒpecially  

ƒtakes  

ƒet  

houƒeholdƒtuffe  
 
 
 
Now you are ready to read the passage from A Key into the Language of America by Roger 
Williams.   
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Directions: 
 

1. Replace the underlined words with corrected words in your worksheet. 
2. Read odd looking words aloud, phonetically. Maybe the sound will help you recognize an   

oddly-spelled word.   
3. Return to the document several times after leaving it for awhile. Sometimes words you 

could not recognize before will seem simple to read later.  
 
A Key into the Language of America 

 
Obfervation in generall 

Which they doe upon theƒe occaƒions: From thick warme 
vallies, where they winter, they remove a little neerer to their 
Summer fields; when ‘tis warme Spring, then they remove to their 
fields where they plant Corne.  

In middle of Summer, becauƒe of the abundance of Fleas, 
which the duƒt of the houƒe breeds, they will flie and remove on a 
ƒudden from one part of their field to a freƒh place:  And ƒometimes 
having fields a mile or two, or many miles aƒunder, when the worke 
of one field is over, they remove houƒe to the other:….…..If an 
enemie approach, they remove into a Thicket, or Swampe, unleƒƒe 
they have fome Fort to remove unto. 

Sometimes they remove to a hunting houƒe in the end of the 
yeere, And forƒake it not untill Snow lie thick, and then will travel 
home, men, women and children, thorow the ƒnow, thirtie, yea, fiftie 
or ƒixtie miles; but their great remove is from their Summer fields to 
warme and thicke woodie bottomes where they winter:   They are 
quicke; in halfe’ a day, yea, ƒometimes at few houres warning to be 
gone and the houƒe up elƒewhere; eƒpecially, if they have ƒtakes 
readie pitcht for their Mats.  

 
I once in travell lodged at a houƒe, at which in my returne I 

hoped to have lodged againe there the next night, but the houƒe was 
gone in that interim, and I was glad to lodge under a tree:  

The men make the poles or ƒtakes, but the women make and 
ƒet up, take downe, order, and carry the Mats and houƒeholdƒtuffe. 
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Document Analysis Questions 
 
Now that you have read the passage Obfervation in generall from A Key into the Language of America, 

answer the following questions.  Each answer should be at least a two to three complete sentences and 

must include evidence (examples) from the document.  Your answers are not complete unless you use 

examples. 

 
1. The Narragansett’s lived in the warm valleys in the winter and they moved in the 

spring.  Why did they move?  
 

 
 
 
 

2. In the summer they moved from one field to the other.  What caused them to 
move? 
 
 
 
 

 
3. If they felt threatened by an enemy they moved to a safe place.  What do you think 

made one place safer than another? 
 
 

 
 
 
 

4. The Narragansett lived in portable dwellings (houses). How can a house be portable?  
What are some “portable houses” in use today? 

 
 
 

5. Who did the work (men or women) that was required to move from their winter 
home to their summer home? 
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Image Analysis Worksheet 
 
Study the image for 2 minutes.  First look at the picture as a whole and than examine the 
individual details. 
 

1. Imagine the picture is divided into four equal sections.  Use the following grid to examine 
the four parts of the picture. 

 
Objects: 
 
 
 
Activities: 
 
 
 
 
People: 
 
 
 
 

Objects: 
 
 
 
Activities: 
 
 
 
 
People: 

Objects: 
 
 
 
Activities: 
 
 
 
 
People: 
 
 
 
 

Objects: 
 
 
 
 
Activities: 
 
 
 
 
People: 

 
2. What is the most important historical information this image provides?  Why is it 

important? Be sure to cite specific evidence from the image. Your answer should be 1-2 
paragraphs in length. 
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Map Analysis Worksheet #1 
 

1. Title of Map_____________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Date Created_____________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Date Depicted____________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Creator of the Map________________________________________________________ 
 

5. Place Shown on Map______________________________________________________ 
 

6. How many years separate the date the map was created and the date the map depicts? 
 
 

7. What is the style of the map? (Hint: the answer is in the key) 
 

 
8. List three things on this map that you think are important and explain the significance of each: 

 
a.______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
b.______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
c.______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
9. There are several groups of native people on this map.  Find them on the map and write their 

names on this chart. (Hint: the first letter of each is listed on the chart.)  
N 
 
N 
 
C 
 
S 
 
S 
 
W 
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Map Analysis Worksheet #2 
Directions: 
The following illustrations are taken from the map. Write a descriptive caption for each picture.  
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Map Analysis Worksheet #3 
Directions:  Compare the 1690 map of Rhode Island with a present day map of the state. Record the 
information and characteristics that the two maps have in common and the information unique to each 
map.   
 
 

1690 Map of RI Current Map of RI 

On Both Maps 
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DBQ Question 
 
You are writing a feature article for the London Journal about the Narragansett people. Most of 
the people who will be reading this article have never visited America and do not know anything 
about the indigenous people. You will also have to illustrate your story, remember cameras did 
not exist in the 17th century. 
 

• Use examples from the documents from this unit.   
• For fun you could use some of the 17th century words.   
• The article should be two to three paragraphs in length.   
• Don’t forget the illustrations. 
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