History of Native Americans

Paleo-Indian about 20,000 to 8000 B.C.

When humans first came to the Carolinas, the climate was quite cold and large beasts, such as mammoths roamed freely.  People survived by hunting.  We call this time the Paleo-Indian period.  Archaeologists believe Paleo-Indians were nomads, who moved from place to place in search of large game.  Paleo-Indians are known for large stone spear points that have been found across the South and in other parts of the country.
Archaic  8000 to 700 B.C.

When the climate warmed, native societies changed and the Archaic period began.  A warmer climate brought a greater variety of plants and animals.  Archaic people hunted new kinds of game learned to fish and gathered nuts and berries.  Some time around 4000 B.C., the Archaic people also began to farm.  Groups moved around less.  Instead of constantly following game, they moved between a few specific places: farm fields in summer, hunting grounds in winter, the coast in spring.  They began to make pottery and trade with other groups.

Woodland and Mississippian  700 B.C. to the 1600s A. D.

After 700 B.C., southern Indians began to grow corn and make some permanent settlements.  They spent most of the year in one place, living mainly on the crops they grew.  They also developed bows and arrows which make hunting easier.  Because they moved around less they had more time to make elaborate pottery, ornaments, baskets and other items.  Two different cultures, Woodland and Mississippian, thrived in the South during this period.
Woodland Indians lived in small, family-centered towns where they grew corn, hunted, and fished.  Most of the native groups that Europeans encountered in North Carolina were Woodland Communities.    Mississippian Indians created more elaborate societies.  They cultivated large farms and built temples on top of huge dirt mounds.  Many of these mounds survive today.  One North Carolina mound, the Town Creek Mound is near Mount Gilead in Montgomery County.  But most Mississippian towns developed to the south and west of North Carolina.  Some of the most impressive mounds are in Alabama and Missouri

How Do We Know about Early People?
Before the 19th century, North Carolina’s native people had no written languages and left few written records.  To understand the lives and beliefs of early people, historians use other kinds of evidence or sources.  These are some of the most important sources:

Artifacts

Native cultures left behind many things that offer clues to how people lived.  Large, heavy spear points suggest that a group hunted large animals.  Elaborately painted pottery indicates a culture in which people had enough spare time to develop artistic talents.  Shells found in archaeological sites hundreds of miles from any ocean could mean that Native Americans traveled long distances to trade with each other.

Oral Traditions

Native Americans have handed down stories and legends for generations.  These stories help explain how the ancestors of modern Indians viewed the world.
European Records
European explorers and colonist wrote many descriptions of Native Americans and their cultures.  Because most Europeans did not understand native cultures, these descriptions are often biased and inaccurate.  But careful interpretation of these records still gives important clues about native life and thought.

North Carolina Natives

North Carolina Natives have been living in North Carolina for thousands of years.  Algonquians had settled along the coast.  Farther inland lived the Tuscarora.  The Catawba and other Siouan groups inhabited the Piedmont area.  The Cherokee lived to the west.
Native American Culture in North Carolina
Life with the Seasons

Although the native groups in North Carolina were different from one another, they shared many common characteristics.  Natives lived in small towns that were based on family ties.  Their lives revolved around the seasons.  In late spring, men cleared brush and trees away from community fields.  Women planted corn, peas and beans.  During the winter, men hunted and women gathered nuts, berries and roots.  In early spring, people living near the shore headed to the beach to feast on oysters and spawning fish.

Few of North Carolina’s Indians sought to grow rich.  They enjoyed luxuries like pearls, exotic shells, or copper ornaments.  Still, individual bands rarely produced more food than they needed for a year.  Fields required little attention and game was plentiful.  English explorer John Lawson once called the Indians “the freest People in the World.”

Villages and Chiefs

The People did not see land as property that could be bought and sold.  Rather they believed that land belonged to whoever was using it at the time.  Villages used land in common.  Women worked the fields together and the harvest was shared among all the families in the village.  The way of living is referred to as a collective society.  Natives along the coast built homes out of sticks and covered them with woven mats.  In the mountains, the Cherokee built homes of bark, branches and logs.  In their free time, the people played games and made beautiful pots, baskets and ornament.  Larger towns built places for prayer celebration and government.  Once a year people gathered at these towns for the Green Corn Ceremony, where they danced and feasted to celebrate the harvest.
Communities were led by chiefs who were advised by tribal councils.  A chiefdom was usually made up of several towns.  These towns sent corn, deerskins and other goods to the chief in return for help and protection.  Such goods were called tribute.  Chiefdoms were loosely organized, and loyalties shifted easily form one chief to another.  Chiefs often tried to extend their power and influence by going to war with other chiefdoms.  When Europeans as potential allies in these conflicts

Chiefs were spiritual as well as political leaders, and were expected to encourage balance and harmony within their chiefdoms above their personal interests.  For example, when chiefs received tributes of corn, they were expected to redistribute the food to those who needed it rather than keep it for themselves.  They were also expected to be generous to strangers and other who needed help.  They gained respect through this generosity as much as through wealth or military strength.
Native American Culture in North Carolina

A Spiritual World

Native people believed the world was a spiritual place.  Spirits lived in plants, animals and features of the landscape such as hills and streams.  Everything a person did, from grinding corn to hunting had spiritual meaning.  Natives sought to keep the natural world in harmony through acts like asking an animal’s forgiveness before killing it.  They frequently performed rituals to purify themselves and to please powerful spirits.

Moving Around

Native Americans didn’t always stay in one place.  They moved around to find food.  They also traveled to other places to trade with other nations.  Sometimes they traveled hundreds of miles.  To reach other towns, they followed trails through the woods.  They also made dugout canoes to travel along rivers, creeks and bay.  People used rivers like we use roads today.  Dugout canoes could be up to 60 feet long.  People made canoes from large tree trunks.  Cypress trees made especially good canoes.  People also used pine and popular trees.  To dig out the trunk they lit a fire in the long.  After the fire burned for a while they scraped out the burned wood.  They carved until the canoes had a flat bottom and straight sides.

Learning from Legends
Children learned about their world by listening to legends, which were stories that told about the past.  Storytelling was a time for sharing and for being close.  Ti was also time for talking about the good things people did.  Some stories told the history of how a group of people came to be Some Stories explained things like why there were stars in the sky.  Through legends, children learned important lessons, such as to treat all living things with respect.

