


























Molly Molasses 

and named it after him. Frequently, Penobscot youngsters scurried 
aboard and tried to claim free passage, pointing to Neptune's name on 
the boat and proclaiming, "He's our grandfather!" Given Neptune's 
notorious past, it was a just claim for many. 

Prominent people knew "the governor," or knew of him, and 
sometimes came to hls doorstep. Among them was the Massachusetts 
naturalist Henry David Thoreau, who visited him at his house on 
Indian Island in 1853. Now eighty-six, Neptune sat on the bed that 
filled half of his simple wooden home. He wore a black frock coat, 
frayed black pants, a red silk handkerchief about his neck, and a 
crumpled straw hat atop his head of long, still-dark hair. Although 
careworn and slightly intemperate, the old tribal leader could still 
charm a guest and spin a fascinating story. As he talked to Thoreau, 
several women gathered around the chief, including a third wife 
whom he had recently married. Neptune told Thoreau about his 
upcoming hunting trip and then regaled him with a tale about a time 
long ago when moose were much bigger, so much bigger that they 
were actually whales. It was a time when he, too, was bigger. 

In the decade that followed, Neptune's mind and eyesight grew 
dim. One cold night in 1865 he dreamed that he was camping out and 
his fire had died down. Shivering and still asleep, he pulled his straw 
mattress from the bedstead and laid it next to the stove. Soon the 
bedding caught fire and smoke filled the cabin. Although Neptune 
survived that night, he died soon after of pneumonia. He was the last 
living Penobscot born before the first white settler built a home above 
the tidal falls on the river of his people. In nearly one hundred years 
oflife, he had witnessed - and challenged - extraordinary changes. 

No one understood this as well as Molly Molasses, whose entire 
life had been intertwined with Neptune's. In their camaraderie, each 
had built on the strength of the other, and in his death Molly could 
not help feeling weakened. 

With Neptune gone, the blizzard of change sweeping through the 
Penobscot valley chilled Molly's bones. She wandered like an aimless 
ghost through a land she no longer recognized. More white folks than 
trees, she thought grimly. On a gray winter morning she walked to the 
water's edge and stood on the wharf watching the river leave itself. In 
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Moon of Blinding Snow 

Molly herself would have none of it. Instead, she continued to rely 
on driving hard bargains for crafts and pressing for handouts. Her 
skills in these areas increased every year. When irritated by the way 
someone treated her, she arranged her face in a disfiguring frown, 
and using a voice that seemed to come from deep within her belly, 
she threatened to strike back. She did this so effectively that some of 
her own people even began to fear her. Aware that she had m'teorilin, 
they whisp�red among one another, "If she says you die, you die." 
Everyone knew better than to cross her. 

Beyond intimidation, Molly Molasses sharply targeted her good­
will. Once she even told the white trader Jonathan Hardy that her 
son-in-law, Attean Lola, had stolen Hardy's moose hides. After giving 
the hides to Hardy as security for a loan, Lola had sneaked into the 
man's shed and snatched them back. Learning of this, Molly slipped 
over to Hardy's place, knocked on the door, stepped inside, and sat 
down by the fire. After a time she said, "You got dem four moose 
hide, Hardy?" He told her "yes." Several minutes later, she asked him 
again, and once more he said "yes." A bit more time passed, and she 
said, "You sure you got dem moose hide? Best you see:• Hardy went 
out to his shed and found the hides missing. Figuring out what had 
happened, he walked a mile or so to Lola's camp and demanded the 
skins. After several denials, Lola gave them back. This satisfied Molly. 
After all, she had principles. Like other old Penobscots, she did not 
tolerate theft. Also, she knew there would be no mutual give and 
take if you did not hold up your end of a bargain. As she figured it, 
her meddling would help her the next time she needed a favor from 
Hardy, and it would surely win her some extra time in front of his 
warm hearth. 

John Neptune, like Molly Molasses, continued to visit Hardy's place, 
even after he had moved back to Indian Island. Despite his scarred 
reputation, the old chief remained an impressive man, and many 
white folks and Penobscots continued to call him "the governor:• 
A rousing speaker even in his seventies, he served several terms as 
tribal representative to the Maine State legislature in Augusta. When 
he was about eighty, a pair of local businessmen launched the first 
steamship made to ply the Penobscot River north of the Old Town falls 






