
The Area Before Limerick Township Existed – from Na�ve Peoples to William Penn 
Pre-history to Penn’s arrival on 27 October 1682 

 
When the first European explorers happened upon the Delaware Bay in the late 1500’s and first decade 
of the 1600’s, there were already thousands of people living in the greater Delaware Valley, including the 
area that will eventually become Limerick Township. Limerick will celebrate the 300th anniversary of 
incorpora�on as a township in 2026, however before 1726, there were people living in and travelling 
through this area.  The land where we now live was inhabited by the Lenni Lenape, an indigenous people 
who existed for centuries before anyone from Europe ever set foot on these lands. 
 
Tradi�ons of the Lenape Na�on say that their ancestors lived on the land stretching from what is now 
New York, through all of New Jersey and Eastern Pennsylvania, down into Delaware along the shores of 

Delaware Bay.  The Lenape people were farmers 
and hunters and lived with their immediate 
family and friends in a small clan, in villages 
spread throughout the Delaware Valley.  There is 
some debate among scholars about the Lenni 
Lenape’s subsistence pre-European contact, 
whether they did actually farm or were strictly 
hunter/gatherers, and what their communi�es 
were like.  However, it’s generally believed that 
they didn’t establish large, centralized towns 
since there’s no archaeological evidence to 
support that, and those that have been 
discovered through archeological research show 
that in the 1600’s setlements were small and 
were established close to the Schuylkill and 
Delaware Rivers, and their tributaries.  The same 
evidence has established that some of these 
towns were in existence six thousand years ago.  
Unlike many other Eastern indigenous groups, 
they did not build palisades or fenced 

setlements and their villages consisted of up to a dozen or so wigwam type houses.  Summer and fall 
would be spent near the water fishing, gathering shellfish and farming, while in the winter, the Lenape 
would move further inland for shelter from the damp cold near the coast in semi-permanent villages, 
while hun�ng and trapping around the headwaters of streams and creeks that flowed eventually into the 
Delaware River. 
 
The Lenape territory in what became Pennsylvania, including present-day Limerick Township, stretched 
westward to what is now Lancaster County.  The land along both banks of the Susquehanna River was 
the home of the Susquehannock or Minquas peoples.  The Susquehannock language was aligned with 
that of the Iroquois north of them, rather than to the Lenape dialects of the groups living to their East.  
In this area the Lenape roamed throughout their territory hun�ng, fishing and farming.  As farmers, they 
grew corn, beans and squash during the summer months nearer to the Delaware River.  However, they 
s�ll did not establish long-term setlements due to their heavy �llage of the land, the soils they farmed 
gradually lost their produc�vity. As a result, Lenape frequently relocated.1  Within ten to twenty years of 
farming surrounding areas, the ground would become less fer�le to the point that the village would have 
to relocate and begin farming again. And during the winters they would move inland, hun�ng and 
trapping along the rivers and streams of the Delaware Valley. They lived in groups of thirty to fi�y 
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people, all extended rela�ves, as hun�ng bands along the inland rivers and streams, and along the 
Delaware Bay and river.   Over the en�re territory of the Lenape peoples throughout what would 
become Delaware, Pennsylvania and New Jersey, es�mates place 20,000 peoples living here in 1600, so 
there was plenty of room to move about.   
 
There is archaeological evidence of the Lenni Lenape in what has become Limerick Township.  One site in 
the western part of the township “indicates that there exists a high probability (95%) that the site was 
occupied some�me between A.D. 1410-1520 or A.D. 1590-1620.”2 As with the rest of the piedmont 
areas in the Lenni Lenape territory, the area that became Limerick Township was likely inhabited off and 
on and traveled through over the centuries by the Lenape people from thousands of years prior, up un�l 
the contact period.  However, the evidence indicates that these were not setlements in this area, but 
“may be interpreted as temporary sta�ons.  Low projec�le density ra�os suggest an emphasis on plant 
resource procurement.  Furthermore, the absence of potery from the sites suggests a temporary, 
seasonal occupa�on focusing upon food resource procurement rather than a lengthy occupa�on.”3 Also 
in the area, there is evidence of a setlement called Manatawny, at the confluence of the Manatawny 
Creek and the Schuylkill River in present-day Potstown, however researchers date this setlement to the 
18th century, well a�er European contact, from 1707 to 1730.4  
 
With European contact, trade became very important to the Lenape, as well as the other indigenous 
groups in the Mid-Atlan�c area, and in the Delaware Valley the area was crisscrossed by many old trails 

ini�ally used the Lenape people to move 
about when hun�ng and farming but then 
subsequently used for trading missions with 
the European trade outposts setup along the 
Delaware River.  Running through the area 
that would become Limerick Township, the 
Perkiomen Path was one of the five main 
paths from the Delaware to the 
Susquehanna, and closely follows the same 
path as the current Route 422 from 
Philadelphia to Reading. (“Indian Paths of 
Pennsylvania” as described by Paul A. W. 
Wallace) Over the years hundreds if not 

thousands of arrow heads and spear points 
used by the Lenape and their ancestors have been found in this area and beyond by amateur collectors 
and enthusiasts.   
 
A�er Henry Hudson visited the Delaware Bay in 1609, within three decades Europeans, mainly the 
Swedes, Dutch and Finns, sailed up the Delaware Bay and river, first trading with the Lenape, 
Susquehannock and other groups from their ships, and then later establishing fixed trading posts and 
small setlements.  Trade with Europeans became the new focus of these groups, mainly in beaver pelts, 
other fur skins, and also tobacco in exchange for European goods including cloth, beads, weapons and 
metal goods, tools and implements.  Business was good.   
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The Dutch established the New Netherlands colony in 1614 through the Dutch West India Company, and 
built three setlements, two on what they called the North River in New York and Connec�cut, and one 
on Burlington Island, below present-day Trenton, NJ, on the South River, or what we know as the 

Delaware.  The Swedes came a litle later, but in a larger way, and 
established several setlements from Swaanendael near Cape 
Henlopen in 1631, Fort Chris�na in present-day Wilmington, 
Delaware, in what is now Upland, Pennsylvania and on Tinicum 
Island in what is now Philadelphia.  These were fur trading outposts 
along the west bank of the Delaware River with the na�ve groups 
ac�vely hun�ng and trapping along the banks of the Delaware and 
Schuylkill Rivers, and their tributaries, for pelts to exchange for 
European goods.  One result of this new economic boom was an 
armed conflict between the Susquehannock and Lenape in the 
1630’s, since the Lenape stood in between the Susquehannock lands 
and the Swedish and Dutch Delaware River trading outposts.  This 
conflict drove the Lenape out of the west bank of the Delaware into 
what is now New Jersey and resulted in a significant decline in the 
Lenape popula�on in the Delaware Valley.  By 1638 the two groups 
were able to reach an agreement giving access to the European 

outpost on the Delaware to both, and the Lenape were back onto the west bank of the bay and river. 
 
The Dutch were well-established in New Amsterdam, present day New York City, and they were well-
aware of the growing presence and increasing commerce by the Swedes to their south.  In 1655, Peter 
Stuyvesant led an army of 340 soldiers and seven warships to the Delaware River from New Amsterdam. 
New Sweden was captured and became New Amstel, being incorporated into New Netherland colony. 
It’s interes�ng to note however, that Stuyvesant allowed the Swedes to stay in their setlements, under 
Dutch control and this likely encouraged the con�nued migra�on of Swedes, Finns and the Dutch to 
colonize the Delaware Valley.  Of course, while all this was going on, there con�nued to be wars and 
conflict back on the European con�nent, and the mother countries of these setlers were involved in a 
series of wars amongst the European states. 
 
A series of these conflicts were the Anglo-Dutch wars between England and The Netherlands, star�ng 
with the First War from 1652–1654, followed by the Second Anglo-Dutch war from 1665–1667.  It was 
during the second war that the Dutch were forced to surrender Fort Amsterdam in present-day 
Manhatan to the English, only to recapture it in 1673.  However, at the end of the third Anglo-Dutch 
war, 1672–1674, the English regained control of New Amsterdam permanently through the Treaty of 
Westminster that ended the war in 1674.  At this �me, England had solidified its control of the North 
American colonies from New England in the North through the mid-Atlan�c region down to present-day 
Georgia in the South. 
 
The area that was to become Limerick Township in this period was s�ll unsetled by Europeans, being the 
home of the local Lenape groups as it had been for thousands of years previous, and any European 
trappers and traders working in the area.  This would remain this way un�l a�er Penn arrived in October 
1682.  In 1671, the European popula�on was es�mated to be 858 people, stretching mainly on the west 
bank of the Delaware from the present- day Lewes, Delaware area to the south up to areas just north of 
the Swedish setlement at Upland/Tinicum (township).  At this �me, the popula�on was mostly Swedes, 
Finnish and Dutch totaling one hundred and forty-two households out of one hundred and eighty-three, 
and the English with twenty-six households, Germans, nine households and then a handful of others.5  
Families would establish homesteads near the safety of the permanent setlements close to the 
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Delaware, since threats to Swedish and Finnish setlers would come from both Dutch and English, and 
occasionally indigenous groups atemp�ng to maintain control over the land.  Prior to Penn’s arrival, 
English setlers experienced the same, mainly from the Dutch during the Anglo-Dutch wars, and the 
Lenape, who were allied with the Swedes and Finns up un�l Penn’s arrival. 
 
The full-scale coloniza�on of the Delaware Valley ul�mately came from the English; and beyond the 
handful of English setlers already here, began with setlements on the east bank of the river, in present-
day New Jersey, in 1675 in Salem, and 1677 in Burlington.  Prior to that, small groups of Quakers 
atempted to establish setlements north of Upland on the Delaware River’s west bank near the 
Schuylkill River but were unsuccessful.  But during the second half of that decade, approximately eight 
thousand setlers arrived on the west bank of the Delaware River, predominantly English Quakers, 
increasing the size of the European popula�on by tenfold. 
 
The next step in organizing the New York colony was the extension of the Duke’s laws into the areas 
previously known as New Sweden in 1676, and the crea�on of separate county borders within the area 
including the three lower coun�es of Pennsylvania that would eventually become Delaware.  In 
Pennsylvania in 1681, Chester County was formed out of the Upland setlements, and Philadelphia 
County further north.  Although setlements remained close to the Delaware River and didn’t yet move 
up toward the piedmont areas including what would become Limerick Township a�er William Penn’s 
arrival. 
 
During this �me in England, Admiral Sir William Penn Sr. is owed 16,000 pounds for repayment of a loan 
made to King Charles II of England.  The admiral’s son, also William Penn, requested that the loan be 
repaid with land in America.  Charles agrees and grants Pennsylvania to Penn on March 4th, 1681.  It’s not 
surprising that Penn requested the land, since the 1670’s the Quakers were working to establish their 
presence in the new colonies, and the Delaware Valley was out of reach from the Puritans setlers in the 
north and the Catholic setlers in the south.  In 1682, Penn departed England and sailed to the new 
Province of Pennsylvania.  He lands at New Castle on October 27, 1682, and changes the name of Upland 
to Chester.  He then proceeds to where he will establish the City of Philadelphia.  Es�mates put the 
popula�on of this area during the 1680’s at around three thousand and growing, although no permanent 
homesteads that we know of were established in the Limerick area at that �me. 
 
It's es�mated that in 1600 there were upwards of 20,000 Lenni Lenape living in the Delaware Valley.  
However, the 17th century would prove to be the beginning of the end of indigenous North Americans 
living in the Delaware Valley.  The 17th century brought several wars amongst the neighboring groups, 
and combined with epidemics brought by European setlers, the Lenni Lenape popula�on was reduced 
to about 4,000 people when Penn arrived in 1682. 
 
Gregory Pusak, Jan. 2024 
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