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Aaron Stark, Soldier and Adventurer, 1629  
 

by Gloria Okes Perkins 
 

Meet our family’s earliest ancestor in America:  Aaron Stark, age 21, who arrived in 

Salem, Massachusetts, in 1629, just nine years after the Pilgrims’ landing at Plymouth 

Rock.   Aaron Stark is listed among “First Families of America.”  He is in the 

Genealogical Dictionary of First Settlers of New England and is recognized by the 

Daughters of American Colonists.  We are descended from him by way of Sadie 

Kimberlin, whose paternal grandmother was Mariah Stark.   Aaron, the first of the famed 

Stark family to come to this continent, was my Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-

Great-Great Grandfather,   Our sons are the 12
th

 generation of Stark descendants to live in 

America.   Some of the youngest Hansons may be in the 14
th

 or 15
th

 generation. 
 

Although Aaron lived so long ago, we know a surprising amount about him through the 

records of his time.  He came to America, not as a Pilgrim, certainly not as a Puritan.  

Instead, he was a young adventurer, a soldier of fortune at age 21, who traveled as the 

protégé of Captain John Mason, a man gifted in war and law enforcement.   They would 

be closely linked throughout their lives in New England. 
 

Pursuit of a Pirate Brings Aaron to America 
 

Massachusetts first employed Mason and his men to suppress a troublesome pirate named 

Dixy Bull.  That pirate is probably responsible for Aaron’s crossing the Atlantic. Before 

the pirate mission, Stark evidently fought alongside Mason in the Netherlands where the 

Dutch Protestants were rebelling against their Spanish Catholic occupiers.  Now Stark 

would become an experienced Indian fighter in the Colony of Connecticut.  He was so 

valuable to Mason that when Aaron fell into legal trouble under the harsh, exacting laws 

of the Puritans, Mason, the chief military officer of the colony, protected him, taking full 

responsibility for him.   The mutual loyalty of these two men is so evident and long-

standing that I have wondered if they had saved one another’s lives on the battlefield.  

Surely it was the comradeship of soldiers who count on one another.    Even when Aaron 

died as an old man, his sons requested Capt. Mason’s son to see to it that their father’s 

considerable estate was divided fairly. 

 

As one reads the legal records of those early times, it is apparent that people were 

constantly accusing others of bizarre crimes including witchcraft, but often failing to 

back up their accusations.  A historian says, “It was not uncommon for false accusations 

to be made against persons by those with a vindictive spirit, especially individuals lower in 

station in the community than themselves.”  Aaron, as a young man, had his share of 

brushes with the law, and in one case he seems to have been guilty of involvement with a 

woman named Mary Holt.   It was discovered that any of three men could have fathered 

her child, and the woman was later banished for repeated offenses.  However, Aaron was 

required to pay a sizable sum of money to her parents. 
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Another time he was in danger of being whipped for chopping wood on Sunday.  

Moreover, he displayed the Scots gift of “second sight,” with some ability to foretell the 

future.  This was no less than witchcraft to the Puritans.  Aaron was at risk of being 

banished from the Colony until his friend and benefactor, Capt. Mason came forward on 

his behalf.   Because of Aaron’s nonconformity to Puritan standards and refusal to join 

their church, he was once characterized by them as an “unpromising” or an 

“uncompromising” young man.   

  

Aaron Becomes One of the Original 100 Settlers of Connecticut 

 
Aaron Stark lived first in Cambridge, but, dissatisfied with the religious hierarchy, he left 

Massachusetts in June 1636 to become one of the hundred men who established the first 

settlement in Connecticut under the leadership of the Rev. Thomas Hooker.    This 

emigration movement along the Old Bay Path was also inspired by overcrowding in the 

settled areas around Boston and the desire of bold pioneers to carve out new territory in 

the wilderness.  In Connecticut, our ancestor lived in Wethersfield, Windsor, Hartford, 

Stonington, New London, and beautiful Old Mystic where he owned 500 acres.   

 

Stark distinguished himself in Connecticut as a tough Indian fighter who volunteered to 

take up arms to defeat the largest, most threatening tribe of the region in order to gain 

safety for the English colonists.  This was called the Pequot War—the first significant 

conflict between natives and European settlers in America.   Space does not allow me to 

describe the years of cruel murders and treacheries of the Pequots toward the Dutch and 

English which led up to this war. 
 

A Surprise Attack 
 

A historian explains the final act: “The Pequots began to raid the isolated settlements. 

When they staged a particularly large raid on Wethersfield in April of 1637, Connecticut 

decided to act. In early May, the young colony collected a force of ninety men – Aaron 

Stark among them – and, with some Indian allies, attacked the Pequot stronghold in what 

is now Eastern Connecticut.  

 

“The Connecticut force decided on a surprise attack rather than a frontal attack on the 

fortified Indian camps. Led by Captain John Mason of Windsor, the little army departed 

from the mouth of the Connecticut River (Saybrook) aboard three ships on May 10, 1637, 

and sailed eastward past the perplexed Pequots.  It landed to their rear on the shore of 

Narragansett Bay on May 30 and marched thirty or forty miles westward across what is 

now western Rhode Island in the direction of the Indian stronghold of the Pequot's chief 

sachem, Sassacus. This was located on the east side of the Mystic River near the present-
day town of Mystic (somewhat to the east of what is now New London).  Attacking at 

night on June 5, Mason and his men surprised the Pequots, who had been celebrating 

what appeared to them like a great victory. After hand-to-hand combat, Mason's forces 
burned the stronghold, killing as many as 700 Pequots while losing only two members of 

their own force. The survivors were hunted down and virtually exterminated.” 
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Mason’s report on the expedition provides colorful reading.  Of the Indians’ premature 

celebration he writes, “They had exalted themselves in their great Pride, threatening and 

resolving the utter Ruin and Destruction of all English, Exulting and Rejoicing with 

Songs and Dances: But God was above them, who laughed his Enemies and the Enemies 

of his People to Scorn, making them as a fiery Oven: Thus were the Stout Hearted 

spoiled, having slept their last Sleep, and none of their Men could find their Hands: Thus 

did the Lord judge among the Heathen, filling the Place with dead Bodies!” 

“And here we may see the just Judgment of God, in sending even the very Night before 

this Assault, One hundred and fifty Men from their other Fort, to join with them of that 

Place, who were designed as some of themselves reported to go forth against the English, 

at that very Instant when this heavy Stroke came upon them, where they perished with 

their Fellows. So that the Mischief they intended to us, came upon their own Pate: They 

were taken in their own Snare, and we through Mercy escaped.” 

Our ancestors, trying to bring safety to their newly-settled communities, felt morally 

justified in defending their families by going on the attack.  The long-term outcome of 

this conflict is ironic.   The Pequots almost disappeared or were absorbed into other 

tribes, but 350 years later, during the 1980s and 1990s, the recognized Indian remnants 

with a small amount of Pequot blood developed casinos and turned this tribe into the 

wealthiest in the United States.  The Foxwoods Casino offers a fine museum on Pequot 

culture.  Aaron Stark and his fellow soldiers would be astounded by the tribe’s recovery 

and current prosperity. 

 

Aaron’s Description of the Pequot War:  “We Being Soldiers…”  
  

We have Aaron’s own words about this expedition when he gave a court deposition:   

“We being soldiers under Capt. John Mason with many more when we went against the 

Pequot Indians, we being landed in the Narragansett country when many of the 

Narragansetts came armed and tendered themselves to go with us in that service against 

the Pequots wherein they were readily accepted and marched with us through part of the 

Narragansett country until they came within four or five miles of the Pawcatuck River 

where we made a halt when Ninicraft and Miantonomo with many others did declare unto 

our commander that we were come into the Pequot country and did then advise them to 

be very careful of themselves lest they should be destroyed.”  (Miantonomo was the great 

sachem of the Narragansett Indians.)  

 

This war decided the fate of the Connecticut Valley, opening the interior of New England 

to large-scale settlement.  Another benefit was financial:  The New Englanders were able 

to take control of the important seawan sources along Long Island Sound.  Seawan, made 

from shells found only there, was becoming legal tender throughout New England and 

New Netherland. 
 

Aaron Joins the Puritan Church, Takes the Freeman’s Oath 
 

At some point the young Scots rebel had morphed into recognized Indian fighter and 

respected man of the community.   It was a significant turn in his life when, in March 
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1664, Aaron was granted 150 acres in Stonington.   Land ownership qualified Aaron to 

take the Freeman’s Oath which he did in May 1666 by joining the Puritan Congregational 

Church.  Finally, at age 56, he was conforming to the mainstream of society.    

 

 In November 1664, Aaron had purchased a farm of approximately 500 acres in present-

day Groton (then still part of New London) at the “head of Mystic.”   This farm, where 

his son William later lived, was located on the west side of the Mystic River about two 
miles south of Old Mystic, at the top of what is now known as Stark’s Hill and not very 

far from the decisive battle of the Pequot War.  (Using modern locations, it is near the 

juncture of Cold Spring Road and Route 184.)  This property was purchased from the 

Rev. William Thompson, well-known missionary to the Indians.  Aaron and his family 

probably moved there between May 1666 and December 1667 when he appears on the 

minister’s list.   
 

Aaron became a freeman in New London in October 1669, after which (on 30 September 

1670) he sold his land in Stonington.  A few days later, he also sold the 50 acres in 

Preston, CT, that he had received for his service in the Pequot War but never inhabited.  

Aaron used the proceeds of these sales, along with income received from Mason between 

1664 and 1666, to pay for his purchase of Thompson’s property in Groton.  

 
In 1664 Stark had been chosen in Stonington to warn Indians off the town's lands, which 

reinforces the idea that Aaron had for years been an active participant in the raids Captain 

Mason led against the Indians and their settlements. References to Aaron in 

contemporary documents also hint that he helped enforce the laws and collect taxes as a 

constable. Perhaps the 150 acres he received in 1664 was the town's compensation for his 

services. In any case, Aaron not only survived his early clashes with Puritan law, but 

became a solid citizen of Connecticut. He is an example of a man who could learn the 

lessons of life and grow into fruitful maturity.   He must have done something right as a 

father, for we will see in his son William the balanced example of a man universally liked 

and respected by his peers, who was yet willing to stand alone, not in rebellion, but for 

conscience’s sake.     

 

The Old Indian Fighter Volunteers to Fight Again  
 

It is believed that Aaron Stark volunteered again for service in the bloody King Philip's 

War (1675-1677), along with his sons. This major conflict was the result of continuing 

friction between the ever-growing numbers of European colonists and the Indian tribes 

native to New England.  It involved Indian raids on numerous backcountry towns and 

settler retaliation against tribes from Maine to the Connecticut Valley. Many casualties 

and terrible devastation resulted.  Finally, the surviving Indians were subjugated and 

driven northward and westward.  On 13 March, 1676, much of Groton was burned in a 

surprise attack.   We do not know if Aaron Stark's property was affected. Connecticut 

supplied one-third of the soldiers raised to deal with the Indian threat. 

 

The records show that wolves were a problem in Connecticut as late as 1673, and that 

Aaron received a bounty for killing them.   He died in Groton in 1685 at age 77—a ripe 
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old age for those hostile times—and was buried in Stonington.  His estate was 

inventoried on June 3 of that year.     
 

Aaron Had Married at Age 41 and Became the Father of Six 
 

With all we know about our ancestor, there are a few important facts that may never be 

uncovered.  We know Aaron was born in 1608 and we have to assume in Scotland, since 

the Starks traditionally came from that land.  We don’t know who his parents were.  

Aaron settled down later in life, marrying after age 40.  Researchers believe the marriage 

took place in Mystic on 17 Dec 1649.  We know his bride was named Sarah.  Her last 

name, most likely, was Fish.  The couple had three daughters, Sarah, Elizabeth, and 

Anna, and three sons, Aaron, Jr., John, and William, Sr., who was our direct ancestor.   

 
William was a man of strong character who made a significant contribution to the 

Protestant Church in America.  His story will be told next.    


