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Cleophie O'Bomsawin & Family
 
weaving ~askets at their workshop in Old Forge
 

Women of Webb - Cleophie O'Bomsawin Dennis (1877-1934)
 
By Peg Masters, Town of Webb Historian
 

Cleophie O'Bomsawin was born December 11, 1877 at the St. Francis Abenaki Reserve in Odanak, 
Quebec, the daughter of Pierre Joseph O'Bomsawin. The territory of the Abenaki community ofOdanak, 
also known by the name of Saint-Francois-du-Lac, is still located on the south shore of the Saint Lawrence 
River along the Saint Francois River. The Abenakis were originally based in New England and came to 
Quebec at the end of the 17th century. The principal language spoken in the community was French. The 
O'Bomsawin family was well known for their fine craftsmanship in traditional Abenaki ash splint and 
sweet-grass basketry. 

During the summer months of the 1890s and early 20th Century, many of the St. Francis Re­
serve residents came to the Adirondacks to sell their Native American goods, setting up camps at Lake 
Luzerne, Lake George, Lake Champlain, and along the Fulton Chain. According to Bill Marleau in his book 
"Big Moose Station," there were as many as .St) Abenakis in the Old Forge area at that time, particularly 

along Fourth Lake. Among them was Julius Paul Dennis 
(1866-1953), also from the Reserve at Odanak. Julius 
traveled over the partially constructed Mohawk and 
Malone Railroad corridor to Big Moose, NY, then hiked 
through the woods to Old Forge. Julius was an Abenaki 
Chief and a craftsman with exceptional ability for mak­
ing baskets, birchbark canoes , and snowshoes . 

Cleophie married Chief Dennis at Odanak and came 
with him in the summer months to the Fulton Chain of 
Lakes . In 1909, they brought their 7-month old son Mau­
rice. The following year their son Bernard was born. For 
several years they camped near the Minnowbrook Hotel 
on Fourth.Lake. In 1917, the family moved permanently 
to Old Forge setting up a home and workshop on North 
Street. In addition to helping her husband weave baskets, 
C1eophie applied her artistic talents to making traditional 
clothing for the family and beaded moccasins to sell to 

tourists. In-the winter months , Chief Dennis scoured the woods for craft materials and trapped to supple­
ment the family's income . Their children attended the Town of Webb School but early in the 1920s, Julius 
and Cleophie tragically lost their son Bernard to tuberculosis. 

In 1932, Cleophie obtained her naturalization papers and voted in her first election for Franklin Roose­
velt. That winter she worked on a sweet-grass basket to send to Mrs . Roosevelt in Washington. She used 
special dyes for the choice grasses and wove in symbolic characters that appealed to the Great Spirit to 
bring luck and prosperity to the recipient. A gracious thank you note was sent to Cleophie from the White 
House acknowledging the gift and wishing her much happiness. Mrs. Roosevelt had a long and celebrated 
life, but prophetically the Great Spirit called Cleophie home in 1934. While working at the coal stove in her 
kitchen, her clothes caught on fire. Jules rushed in from his workshop and called for Dr. Stuart Nelson and 
Dr. Robert S. Lindsay. C1eophie was transported to St. Elizabeth's Hospital in Utica where she died that 
night. 

Chief Julius and Cleophie's artistic talents for making Native American crafts and the family legacy 
were passed along to their son Maurice Dennis (1908-1987) and their artisan granddaughter Andree Newton 
who continues to live in Old Forge today. Examples of this talented family'swork are on display at the 
Town of Webb Historical Association. Plan to join us this summer every Friday morning for more stories 
about the "Women of Webb," on the Hemmer Cottage Shuttle Bus History Tours. Contact the Town of 
Webb Historical Association at 315.369 .3838 or email director@webbhistory.org for details. 


