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Here is a truth about learning history that always delights me. Discovering something about a certain event is really just the beginning. It seems inevitable that later, I uncover more about that event. And later, more still. I assume this happens to everyone who studies history, even casually. 

For me, this is true of the Indian Stones. Living in Reading, we probably all know the history behind the events that led to the creation of these monuments. Just in case, here’s a refresher.  On August 30, 1754, a group of colonists was taken captive at Fort No. 4 in Charlestown, NH by 11 Abenaki Indians. These natives were supporting the French in the French and Indian War. The group of hostages included James Johnson, his pregnant wife Susannah, their three children, and three others. 

The Abenakis led their captives on a forced march to Montreal. At the end of the first day, the group camped by the Knapp Brook in Reading. The next day, Susannah gave birth to Elizabeth Captive Johnson in a shelter built by the Abenakis a half-mile up the river from where they camped.

The captives, now nine in total, made it to Montreal, where they were turned over to the French. They spent six years there before returning to New Hampshire. 

Here is where a bit of history begat another bit of history. The slabs along Route 106 were first placed in 1799 by Susannah. Their placement marks the first time in Vermont history that an individual regarded a past event as significant enough to be commemorated. Because of this, the Indian Stones are considered the oldest historic site markers in the state, and quite possibly the entire country.

The stones themselves also have a bit of history. In 1918, the slabs were encased in granite, turning the two monuments into one. In 1947, Route 106 was realigned. The stones were moved to the west side of the road and away from the brook. However, this new site subjected them to potential damage and other road hazards. In 1973, people in Reading began work to move the stones to their current location, which is near their original placement. The Indian Stones were designated as a Historic Place by Vermont in 1974—175 years after Susannah Johnson had already done so. In 1975, the Indian Stones were moved to their current location, and in 1976, the semi-circle drive and plantings that we know today were completed. 

The story of Elizabeth Captive Johnson is just one of many stories that tell of the conflicts between New Englanders and Native Americans from the Pilgrims onward. Michael Tougias will present an overview of these conflicts in his talk “Indian Wars of New England.” The lecture takes place on August 2 at 7pm at the Reading Historical Society Museum.
