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The Wampanoag saved the Pilgrims from starvation, and lived to regret it.  Spurred on by their 
celebrated linguist Jessie Little Doe Baird, the Wampanoag of Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard 
are reviving their language more than a century after the last native speaker died. 

Language can come home again.  This is the tremendous lesson of the remarkable documentary, 
“We Still Live Here – Âs Nutayuneânby,” by Director/Producer Anne Makepeace.  The true story of 
how the Wampanoag language came home recently earned the Full Frame Inspiration Award at the 
Full Frame Documentary Festival. This is a film that drops lesson after lesson about how culture, 
language, history and community are deeply intertwined. 

Makepeace documents the story of Jessie Little Doe Baird, a Wampanoag Indian whose dream of 
her ancestors sparked her to explore her tribe’s native language.  The challenge was that no one 
actually spoke Wampanoag; there was simply no one left to ask.  The language had been dead for 
a century, yet Jessie’s visions of her ancestors trying to tell her something (arriving in her dream 
with a large book and speaking in a language that she didn’t understand) moved her to seek out 
what was left of her ancestral language. 

 

The Wampanoag Indians were the first to greet the Pilgrims in 1620 in what is now Massachusetts.  
At the time Jessie had her dream about her ancestors, the Wampanoag remaining only spoke 
English. A determined Jessie sought out documents that had been written in Wampanoag, trying to 
piece together the language as best she could.  Her quest led her to MIT, where she worked with 
some of the world’s finest linguists, despite never having attended college. (She ultimately went on 
to earn a master’s degree in Linguistics from MIT!) Through researching documents, including the 
Bible – which had been translated into Wampanoag, Jessie began to develop the first Wampanoag 
dictionary.  When words didn’t exist in historical texts, she pulled words from other native 
languages and used a formula to develop what the original Wampanoag words may have been. She 
created new words to define modern items such as backpack and computer.  Jessie’s and her 
community’s passion for their culture moved them to teach Wampanoag to a new generation. 
Jessie’s young daughter, Mae, is the first native Wampanoag speaker in SEVEN generations! 


