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My research is looking at the cultural and kinship ties of African and Native peoples 

and how our worlds were forged together by colonization, bonded during 

the institutionalize state of shackles and slavery and how the legacy of these tools of 

genocide are now tearing us apart.   

Being of mixed African and Native American heritage, I understand the significant 

role slavery and its aftermath has had on the identity and family connection of people 

of mixed African and Native Heritage.  The disruption of the family and the 

destruction of identity are part of the legacy left by the institution of chattel slavery.  

Persons of mixed Native, African and European heritage are products of intertwined 

heritages that mark the manifestation of the slavery system and the impact the 

institution has had on how they choose to identify or are forced to identify.   

Because of the ingrained racialized practices of the United States, identity for persons 

of color is decided and based on phenotype characteristics of the individual.   For a 

person of mixed heritage identity, description can be further hindered when their 



 

identity is measured and challenged by ethnic and racial standards of the larger White 

society.  These standards and trends work their way into the lives and cultures of the 

smaller groups to the point that their identities no longer belong to them.  As a way 

to maintain a small degree of control over their families and identities, families passed 

down oral renderings to each generation. 

Using a collection of oral histories and personal narrative, this study works to 

preserve information regarding familial and kinship ties between persons of Native 

and African American heritage.  It examines how slavery, by Native Americans 

against African Americans, affects kinship ties, identity, and its role in the facilitation 

or hindrance of the transmission of familial and kinship knowledge of peoples of 

mixed Native and African American heritage. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

A Native American Story from Guyana by Jan Carew:  

The next day, all the peoples of the earth complained to Father Sun and for the first time, the ebony 
people, who were neighbors of Tihona, made themselves heard…. The Great Spirit invited Nyan, the 
anthracite-coloured Sky-God… to share his domains…. They [the African spirits] agreed on 
condition that the Great Spirit, in turn, shared the distant kingdoms of earth and sky that Nyan 
ruled (Forbes 1993: 6).   

§ 

Stories, tall tales, and personal narratives of family and family lore were introduced to 

me from the beginning of my life.  My dad often talked of how he would put all of his 

“babies” to sleep with the stories of family and people, some of whom we would only 

know through these renderings.  As I grew older, I would sit and listen to the elders 

swap tales and compare notes as they set around reminiscing of the by-gone days of 

their youth and putting hope in the future of those that sat at their feet.   

I have always felt it was important to listen and keep these stories, for it was the only 

way to keep alive the spirit of the family once the physical teller of the story was gone.  

What I did not know was the potential significance these stories could have outside of 

my family.  Writing this thesis and conducting the research represents the bridge, or 

connector, that will allow the voices and stories of a people that in a narrow sense, 

have little meaning or context for anyone other than those in their family, but in a 

broader context, it will allow their voices to mix with others to create a tapestry of 

lived experiences of a group that has been rarely talked about or discussed in the 

academic or social realms. 
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Before going further, I think it is necessary to give some explanation to the use of some 

terms found in this thesis as they relate to race, ethnicity and labels of identity. The 

term indigenous peoples1 came into use sometime around the 1970’s as an outshoot 

from the early American Indian Movement and the Canadian Indian Brotherhood.  

The intent of the term was to internationalize the experiences, the issues and the 

struggle of some of the world’s colonized peoples (Tuhiwai-Smith 2001: 7). 

This thesis will focus on the system of slavery as it was introduced, implemented, and 

practiced by tribes of the Southern states.  Even though the Chickasaws, Muskogee 

Creeks, and Seminoles were slave-holders, more emphasis will be placed on the 

Catawbas, Cherokees, and Choctaws because of my family connection to these tribes.  I 

am using the vehicle of slavery to assess the impact this institution has had on the 

relationships that have existed between Native Americans2 and African Americans and 

even European Americans during its practice and after. Some questions I am asking 

include the following: How did Africans and White Europeans end up in the South 

with Natives?  What impact did the institution of slavery have on the relationships of 

Native Americans, African Americans, and European Americans? How did these 

relationships affect each of their ideas about family, kinship structures and the 

formation of individual and social identity for persons or mixed Native and African 

heritage? And what role, if any, did ethnicity play in determining how one was identified 

and how they chose to identify? 

                                                 
1 There are still debates on the proper standard regarding the usage of the (s) on the end of people 
when used with Indigenous. I have chosen to use the format with the (s) at the end of people because 
it represents the international struggles of all colonized people and all of their differences  (Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith) 
2 The tern Native and Native/African American will be used interchangeably when used to reference 
those persons of mixed Native and African heritage. 
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In looking at the mixed Native and African heritage of my family and others, this thesis 

will address how persons of these intermixtures self-identify, or do not, and some of 

the elements that influence their views about identity and their ethnicity.  The issue of 

identity is important because it has a direct link to the family and kinship structure 

based on how one perceives their individual make up versus the perception and 

expectation of the community they live in and society as a whole. 

However, that due to political and social constraints regarding race and ethnicity in the 

United States, especially among people of Native and African descent, the free will and 

right to claim their own identity has been hindered.  From the “One Drop” rule to 

“Blood Quantum”3 levels, African and Native Americans have fought and struggled to 

take back and regain their ability to say who they are and to whom and where they 

belong.  Some evidence of these struggles is found in the various tags and labels that are 

used to describe who we are.  Terms like Negro, Colored, Black, Afro-American, 

African American, Indian, Brown, Red, Native, American Indian, Native American, 

Indigenous, Afro-Indian, Black Indian, Mulatto, Half-Breed are just a sampling of the 

legacy of names and labels that have been applied as identifiers by Europeans to people 

of multiple admixtures. The reclamation of some of these identifiers, even those with a 

derogatory connotation, has been one way to take back ownership in defining ourselves 

(Forbes 1993: 66).  In this thesis, many of these terms will be used as identifiers when 

talking of persons with mixed Native and African American heritage4.    

                                                 
3 The One Drop Rule and Blood Quantum level are methods of measuring to what degree someone is 
of African descent, and Native descent respectively. 
4 Even within the Native American and African American communities, there is no one definitive term 
used to identify our mixed heritage. At any given time any and all of these terms can be found and are 
used in various settings within a given community. For the purpose of this paper, most often the term 
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In my own life, I have struggled with the expectations and assumptions of others such 

as teachers, colleagues, friends, and even family in staking claim to who I am in regards 

to my ethnic makeup. While my father made sure we knew who we were and from 

where we came, once outside of the safety of home the battle to maintain and hold on 

to our identities as we know them ensued.  

The task of tracing one’s family lineage is an inherently difficult process even for those 

that may come from a fairly unbroken line, but for those that have gaps-especially gaps 

created by deliberate destruction of information-the task of piecing together a family 

line becomes almost insurmountable. I feel that on the micro basis each individual 

family has to make a judgment on what they choose to preserve and share about their 

families and what they feel they are allowed to preserve and share.  In the case of my 

own family, the idea of collecting their personal narratives was a decision that 

developed out of the need to shed light on a subject matter that has languished in the 

dark and past long enough. My father handed down stories of his mother for very 

specific reasons as I will discuss later in this paper. I have chosen to speak and write 

about my own experiences and life as a person of mixed African and Native heritage 

because I believe it is no longer acceptable to pretend we do not exist and that we do 

not have something to contribute as a cultural group in the African and Native 

American communities. I feel that sharing my story and bringing to the forefront the 

stories of my elders and others is a way to bridge the past with the present to ensure 

there is a foundation for building the future.         

                                                                                                                                       
Native or Native American, African or African American, and Red and Black will be used when 
referring to persons that were the first inhabitants of this continent and to those transplanted from the 
continent of Africa.  
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Chapter one covers the background history of slavery in the antebellum south with 

emphasis on Native American slaveholders of Africans. The chapter discusses the 

theoretical concepts of historical particularism and the ideals and perceptions of identity 

and ethnicity as they relate to the individual, family, and kinship, as well as factors that 

affected and shaped identity. Factors such as ethnicity, culture, societal pressure, 

economics, and legal policies that determined one’s identity and ethnicity will be 

explored.  This chapter examines the theoretical approach of deconstruction by looking 

at what bell hooks calls Cultural Critique (hooks 1990:2-5). Hooks refers to this 

phenomenon as the self-critical analysis of one’s culture by members of that culture. 

These critical analyses were usually informal discussions or critiques on how the larger 

white society portrayed non-white culture. Rarely, however, were these analyses written 

for a larger audience outside the community.   

Chapter two reviews relevant literature comprising writings, primary sources, and 

collected narratives that show the documentation available on this subject.  This section 

will also expose the limited amount of research that has been done in this area of 

cultural anthropology as it relates to the population of mixed Native and African 

peoples. 

Chapter three focuses on the methods used in the study.  This project was borne out of 

family stories of my Catawba grandmother as told by my father of the mother he never 

met but kept alive her memory with the telling of the stories he was told.  Quite 

naturally, it was an easy decision for me to use oral history as method, to convert these 

tales, of not only my family, but those of other families that have maintained a 

connection to their family heritage by the use of oral history. In addition to oral history, 
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ethnohistory was also utilized in obtaining data for this research.  This chapter will also 

discuss the lack of documented work in this subject area, which is laid out more fully in 

the literature review section of chapter two, and addresses why it was necessary to use 

oral methods to bring more awareness to this population and subject matter.  

Chapter four presents the findings and results of the study and discusses in greater 

detail what these results mean on the issue of identity, family, and kinship of those 

persons who identify as having mixed Native and African ancestry.  I have used the oral 

histories of my family and others to document the formation of identity and family 

from the perspective of those of mixed Native and African American heritage.  I am an 

admixture of African, Choctaw, Cherokee, and Scottish on my mother’s side, and 

African and Catawba heritage on my father’s side.  This unique combination 

precipitated my desire to know more about who I was and about our families.   

 Chapter five addresses the question “Where do we go from here?” This chapter is 

aimed at starting a discourse and a course of action to begin reconnecting and re-

establishing lost ties between Black and Red families and their communities. This 

chapter will allow for looking at ways to build new foundations for family 

connections while repairing old unhealed wounds.  In this chapter I will also discuss 

and explore ways to increase visibility of Black Indians to one another and the world 

in general. 
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Chapter One 
 When asked to write about his life, 
 Geronimo replied, 
 ‘First let me tell you about my people’… 
  Chief Wilma Mankiller 

 

BACKGROUND: Into the culture of  Chattel Slavery 
It is important to know the circumstances that brought Native and African people 

together and on what conditions Blacks were permitted into Indian societies.  Some key 

questions to answer include: Were some brought in as slaves and others allowed in as 

freeman?  If so, were there distinctions made between the slaves and non-slaves?  Once 

they were allowed in, were they necessarily accepted fully into the Native community?  

What were their roles in the community?  Were they allowed to marry within the 

group?  Were they offered protection by the Indians?  Were they allowed to bring their 

own family in if they already had one established?  How did bringing in these new 

members change or impact the Indian community?  What was the state of affairs that 

separated the two groups, and what is it that causes both Indians and Blacks to shy 

away from talking about the subject of “Red” and “Black” mixing in contemporary 

times? 

In this chapter, I will begin to lay the foundation and present background information 

on the origin and introduction of slavery as it relates to South Carolina. The area of 

South Carolina will be the main focus of this study partly because it is the place of my 

birth as well as the homeland of my parents and extended family.  South Carolina was 

also strategically selected by the British colonists as the most ideal place for production 

of the many staple commodities for export back to Europe.  With its semitropical 
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climate, fertile soil, large indigenous population, and costal water ways, South Carolina 

was uniquely similar to the plantation models found in the Caribbean (Littlefield 1981, 

91: 2). With these factors in mind, the British colonist literally wanted to create a 

replicated plantation system in South Carolina by importing African slaves as the 

primary labor force for this new agricultural enterprise. 

However, prior to the British settlement in the area that is now known as South 

Carolina, an expedition led by Hernandez De Soto during the years of 1539 thru 1542 

infiltrated the interior of the region (Nash 1982, 111). The events that led up to Natives, 

Africans, and Europeans ending up together in South Carolina can be traced back to 

the logs De Soto kept during his expedition through the south and Piedmont area.  

In the beginning, prior to and during the early stages of European and African contact, 

both Native and African Americans shared some cultural similarities in their respective 

groups.  It can be argued that to some degree these similarities helped them forge a 

community and kinship with one another while also creating an environment that was 

able to be manipulated and exploited by the Europeans and colonists. 

It is also important to note that not every Native or African society followed a clan 

based system that followed the matrilineal line.  For the purpose of this study, when 

talking of the matrilineal family and kinship structure I am speaking primarily of the 

tribes of the southeast sometimes referred to as the Five Civilized Tribes that included 

the Cherokees, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Muskogee Creeks and Seminoles as well as 

some of the Tribes of West Africa such the Ashanti, that did follow a matrilineal family 

structure (Perdue 1979: 16-17, 44-45).   Although not all Native and African groups 
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were entirely alike, many of the Tribes in South Carolina and West Africa shared a 

similar clan system in their societal makeup.  A high premium was placed on kinship 

and there was a shared belief that community cooperation was essential to the survival 

of the group as a whole.  For instance, individual gain was highly discouraged and 

frowned upon by both Native and Africans (Perdue 1974: 12-13, 43-44).  Yet it would 

be corruption, greed, and individualism within the Native and African societies that 

would be the breeding ground for the Europeans to come in and exploit these flaws to 

the great detriment of both African and Native cultures.   

Kinship was the barometer used to measure the humanness of an individual within the 

clan system of both groups.  The kinship classification system is an important tool and 

component of the anthropology discipline due in large part to work of Lewis Henry 

Morgan. While in law school, he began studying Native American society, most notably 

the Iroquois. His dedication to Native American causes and years of research with Ely 

Parker lead to the published work of “League of the Iroquois” in 1851. Morgan’s other 

contributions to anthropology and historical ethnography was his realization that most 

Native American nations in North American shared a similar kinship structure and 

terminology. With his research and ethnographic work Morgan concluded that many 

Native Americans and others around the globe use similar terms such as mother, father, 

brother, sister, etc…within their kinship structures (Bohannan & Glazer 1988: 30-31). 

Morgan’s book, “Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family” covers 

in detail his work on kinship and the family. 

In many Native and African cultures, it was through the clan system that one gained 

their kinship line.  Therefore, if one was not attached to a clan they were not seen as a 
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human by the group and consequently had no protection or rights within the 

community.  Connection to a clan was gained either through birth or adoption; 

marriage, on the other hand, did not guarantee admission into a clan but it did afford 

spouses a degree of hospitality and friendship from the group or at least from the 

family they married into (Perdue 2003: 21).  Both the Native and African kinship 

structure followed the matrilineal line.  The blood ties were passed through the mother, 

grandmother, and sisters.  It was also the brother of the mother that was the central 

male figure in the life of any offspring (Perdue 1979: 9).  

Another similarity between the African and Native societies was that each group also 

practiced a system of captivity that many Europeans took to be the equivalent of their 

own types of human bondage and slavery.  The Cherokees’ term for these people in 

captivity was atsi nahsa’i.  The atsi nahsa’i was usually a product of warfare or raiding and 

was used as a sacrifice to avenge the loss of a clan member.  In a war situation, these 

captives were first presented to the woman of a fallen warrior, this could be a mother, 

wife, sister, grandmother, aunt etc… for adoption into the clan as a replacement for 

their loss (Perdue 1979: 9).  If the woman refused the adoption, she had the first right 

to kill the captive.  If she also refused that option, he would be turned over to the other 

women of the clan.  Should these captives survive whatever fate awaited them (usually 

torture of some kind) they were kept in the village and assigned various tasks related to 

hunting or farming.  It was at this point that the term atsi nahsa’i was applied to the 

captive. (Perdue 1979: 9, 12--16, 44).  It is important to note that the term atsi nahsa’i 

was also universally applied to animals such as dogs, cats, birds or any animate object 
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that was viewed as property.  So the term atsi nahsa’i is probably more closely related to 

“property” than “slave” (Perdue 1979: 16).   

African societies also had specific terms for captives living in their villages.  Some West 

African groups like the Ashanti had four separate terms used to denote restricted 

people in the community.  The odonko is “one of foreign-born status or slave,” awowa 

was “pawn” or akoa pa “pawn become slave,” and akyereí “criminal awaiting death” 

(Perdue 1979: 44).  Similarly to the Native Americans, captives were often gained 

during warfare, but they could be a product of criminal offenses or a result of a debt 

due.  The odonko captive had no kinship ties and was under the rule of his captor or 

master.  Although the odonko was given a plot to grow crops that he could keep, he did 

not have any of the privileges and rights that came with kinship, so he therefore had no 

rights or freedoms in the community.   

The awowa was more akin to one being in debtors’ bondage.  They kept their clan and 

kinship affiliation while they worked off a debt of some kind to others.  This state of 

bondage was temporary and ended once the debt was paid in full.  The akoa pa, like the 

awowa was also bondage of debt. However, the akoa pa did not maintain a kinship 

affiliation, so his captive status was never lifted and he could not reenter the kinship 

system unless one of his kin reclaimed him (Perdue 1979: 44).  Another feature of 

bondage common to the Natives and Africans versus the Europeans and colonists is 

that one could reasonably expect to be released from their captive role through 

marriage with an unrestricted person. Even though marriage did not guarantee 

admission into a clan or kinship system, any children from these marriages generally 

were taken in by a clan (Perdue 1979: 45). 
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Given these fundamental likeness between Native and African people, it made good 

and practical sense for the African or escaped slave to seek refuge in the Native 

community as a possible alternative to their fate of bondage with the Europeans and 

colonists.  In comparison they would have a much easier time adapting and fitting into 

Native society than that of the European and colonist’s societies.  Likewise, since most 

native groups did not distinguish individuals by the virtue of their race but whether or 

not they could prove themselves useful to the community, it was easier to incorporate 

the African into their system without much teaching or training (Perdue 2003: 4, Nash 

1982-74: 146).   

Despite the harsh realities of slavery, especially the chattel variety practiced in the 

antebellum south where its destructive forces devastated the cultural continuity of both 

Native and African people; the nucleus of the family was probably the most affected.  

Remarkably, the family, one of the core components to a culture was not completely 

eradicated by slavery and many of the other genocidal affronts against both groups. 

Even today in contemporary African and Native American cultures maintaining some 

sort of family connection and structure is still a priority in the community The 

European imperialists and later the American colonists used various tactics to create 

chaos and disruption between Native and African Americans to keep them off balance 

and at odds with one another. Family, in the eyes of the Native, often prevailed over 

many of these tactics in the early stages of their contact with Whites.  Even after the 

adoption of the European and American styles of slavery the Natives, if a person, slave 

or otherwise, was taken in by a clan they were then afforded all the privilege of that clan 

and family (Perdue 2003: 4).   The clan system of the indigenous peoples here in the 
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Americas was a system little understood by the Europeans.  When members of 

Hernando de Soto’s party encountered Cherokee society, they recounted the practice of 

taking war captives by the Cherokee as a form of slavery.  However, this was in no way 

the same type of captivity of slavery practiced by the antebellum south, a system that 

arose 160 to 210 years after de Soto (Perdue 1979: 3). 

I have gone to great lengths to present the history of Native and African contact while 

living and surviving in the European Colonist system because despite the advances each 

group has made in each of their individual situations, the purposeful division created by 

Whites to separate Natives and Africans still exists today. We need only look at what is 

happening in the Seminole and Cherokee Nations with the exclusion of enrolled 

members with African descent from membership within the Nation, even when there is 

evidence that the excluded members have Native heritage and a cultural connection to 

the community. There is still a mindset held by some mixed White/Natives and full-

blood Natives against their mixed African/Native kin that would suggest we are less 

than them in regards to the rights and privileges that should be afforded to all members 

of those societies.  The legal battles being waged in Tribal courts and possibly the US 

Supreme Court on whether Native tribes as a sovereign entity have the right to exclude 

any individual from their tribal rolls is a stark reminder of the dire affects the past has 

on our lives today. Ironically or not so ironically, the only group being aggressively 

targeted at this time are those with mixed African and Native ancestry; particularly the 

Freedmen of the Cherokee and Seminole Nations. Although there are ethnically mixed 

groups present in the Cherokee and Seminole Nations there are no known changes 

being proposed to expel and exclude those groups from the Nations.  
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The Contact Period 
The early contact period is an important place to begin looking at some of the 

dynamics of how Indians and Blacks were introduced to one another by European 

explorers and settlers. The accounting of Black slavery coming to the Cherokee 

Nation is credited to explorer Hernando De Soto around 1540 (Halliburton, Jr 1977: 

5-6). In Daniel Littlefield’s Africans and Creeks: from the Colonial Period to the Civil 

War, he dates the contact of Europeans with Indians around 1685 along the Carolina 

coast (Littlefield 1979: 5).  Much of this contact was through trade with the English.  

With the increase in the Indian slave trade by the English, the English found it 

necessary to move to the interior of the Muskogee Creeks communities (Littlefield 

1979: 5).     

Even though the European form of slavery was not formally brought to the 

Cherokee Nation until the arrival of the British sometime after De Soto’s arrival 

(Halliburton, Jr 1977: 6), Halliburton suggests that some of the Black slaves in De 

Soto’s charge may have escaped, but no mention is made of whether they were 

captured or accepted by the Cherokees (Halliburton, Jr 1977: 6).  The proliferation of 

slavery among the Cherokees was due to early English traders who intermarried with 

the Cherokee and later left the slaves they owned to their mixed blood children. The 

Cherokee also used Black slaves as wares when trading with the British in exchange 

for ammunition and other goods as needed by the tribe (Halliburton, Jr 1977: 6).     

Slavery in the Indian Nations 

The Muskogee Creeks, like the Cherokees, also engaged in tribal fighting with other 

Indians in the Carolina region.  The British influence also instigated fighting between 

the Carolina Indians and Indians of Florida such as the Seminole Tribe, which had 
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the support of the Spanish (Littlefield 1979: 5).  Despite fighting between Natives and 

the British, the British continued the spreading out of their trade routes and an 

increase in the trading of Indian slaves (Littlefield 1979: 6).  It was not until the mid-

eighteenth century that the effects of the British invasion to the greater interior of 

South Carolina and other neighboring lands began to have dire effects and influence 

over Tribes such as the Choctaws, Cherokees, and Muskogee Creeks’ way of life.  

This change was due in part to the French leaving the area, which had created a 

buffer zone between British commerce and the interior Tribes (Martin 1991: 61, 63). 

Prior to the French departure, the interior Tribes played the French and British off 

one another to such a degree that neither the French nor the British could gain an 

economic advantage over the Tribes or the region. The Muskogee Creeks were the 

last of the Five Civilized Tribes to enter into a dependency-laden trade relationship 

with the British (Martin 1991: 68 - 69).   

The use of guns and European-style farming practices were adopted in addition to 

using African slaves to work their farms (Littlefield 1979: 8). Other changes were 

occurring in the region as well, such as the transition from using Indian slaves to 

African slaves by the Europeans.  The rise in African slave use was quite phenomenal 

given that in 1707 the number of African slaves totaled around 4,100 compared to 

1,400 Indian slaves with the total South Carolina population being only 9,580 

(Littlefield 1979: 9).  This means more than half of the total population was held in 

bondage.  The estimated count of African slaves by 1720 was 11,828 and that number 

had more than doubled to around 32,000 in 1724.   
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While this increase in the slave market proved to be good for the Carolina agriculture 

and slave industry, it also brought fear and insecurities to the colonists in their ability 

to counter an attack should their Black and Indian slave populations turn against 

them (Littlefield 1979: 9). The colonists also understood the limitations and 

complications of continuing in the Indian slave trade.  Unlike the Africans, the 

Natives had a built-in support system with the other Tribes in the region.  The 

Indians were already familiar with the territory and could easily elude their White 

captors.  The colonists also found that having Indian slaves hindered the process of 

building an association with other Indians.  Lastly, the Indian slave trade proved not 

to be as profitable as that of the African slave trade (Perdue 1979: 37).     

Laws of the Land 

Many early treaties and laws set up by colonists in the southern region of the United 

States seemed to have been influenced by the slave trade both for the fears they 

created and the profits they generated.  

The contact of Indians and Blacks was fostered through their time working as slaves 

for European Whites.  This condition of servitude did not automatically create a bond 

or close relationship among the two groups.  In fact, the Muskogee Creeks that often 

would return a runaway African slave to its owner before offering a place of refuge 

(Littlefield 1979: 10).  Therefore, some African slaves sought freedom and refuge 

farther south in Florida. 

Under Spanish control in the late 1600s, Florida had become a sort of safe haven for 

runaway African slaves due to a Spanish decree that granted all slaves their freedom 

in exchange for converting to Catholicism (Littlefield 1979: 11). Blacks in the Florida 
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region established a more collaborative relationship with Indians there than they had 

in the Carolinas.  

The Yamasee were early supporters of African and runaway slaves who came to 

Florida from the Carolinas (Littlefield 1979: 11).  However, because of the British 

quest for greater power and profit, they often created division and adversity in the 

Native community and between those that seemed like potential allies (Martin 1991: 

58). Some confrontations included pitting the Yamasees against the peoples of 

Spanish Guala and Timucua (168-90), the Yamasees and Muskogees against the 

Apalachees (1702-04), Yamasees, Chickasaws, and Muskogess against the Chocktaws 

(1690-1710). By these altercations and other Indian battles, the British were able to 

cause the demise of the Spanish missionaries in Florida (Martin 1991: 58). The 

fighting between the various Native Tribes was so disruptive it caused the collapse of 

inter Tribal alliances that were created by Native Tribes, which in turn ended many of 

the uprisings and revolt campaigns that had previously kept the British off balance 

and in fear (Martin 1991: 58).   

Other methods of keeping Blacks and Natives apart were laws created by the colonial 

legislator that prohibited Black slaves into the newly incorporated colony of Georgia.  

This policy was enacted to control the contact of Blacks with Indians; to minimize 

trade; and the building of alliances and kinship ties that could develop through 

adoption and offspring from marriage or intimate liaisons.  Under the ban, Indians 

were not allowed to engage the service of Indian or Black slaves including the service 

of transporting goods (Littlefield 1979: 11).  Georgia officials wanted to stay away 

from the slave business because there was a belief amongst the people of Georgia 
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that they could not defend themselves against the Black and Indian slaves should they 

decide to revolt against the people of Georgia (Littlefield 1979: 11-12).   

The idea of a slave revolt or uprising due to the small ratio of Whites to Africans and 

Natives in the region was a very real fear for the people of South Carolina in 

particular.  The growth rate of slavery expanded quickly from about 1708, when the 

population of African slaves in South Carolina estimated around 4,000. By around 

1720 the population had grown to about 12,000 and in 1740 the population was close 

to 40,000. Other factors that created a sense of fear amongst the White population 

was their dependency on the Africans and Natives for survival in this new region. The 

Natives were on their home turf, so they naturally had an advantage over the new 

visitors to the region. The Africans were, however, able to adapt and implement 

much of their West African cultural ways into South Carolina than the Europeans 

who were less willing to adapt (Martin 1991: 175).    

In addition to what was going on in South Carolina, the colonists still had Spanish-

controlled Florida to worry about because of its open recruitment of Black slaves to 

their region with a pledge of land for farming and less restrictive slave codes in 

exchange for their service to help fight the English and conversion to Catholicism.  It 

was also in Florida that Blacks, Indians and the Spanish worked and fought alongside 

one another (Littlefield 1979: 14). This fear of retaliation was so great that on six 

separate occasions starting from 1712 thru 1740 an act was legislated in South 

Carolina to persuade Whites to move to settlements that provided better protection 

by European forces (Littlefield 1979: 13).  Despite the measures mentioned above 

there was still an air of insecurity with the White settlers, so they would also use 
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Natives to catch and return escaped Black slaves to their owners under government 

orders.  In some instances the government placed Indian settlements near White 

settlements to deter Blacks from escaping to or revolting with the Natives while 

dissuading the Indians from mixing with the Blacks (Littlefield 1979: 14).  Black 

slaves were not exempt from the exploits of the colonist to prevent an alliance 

between Indians and African slave.  Blacks were often used in battle to fight against 

Indians particularly during the Yamassee war.  However, this practice of arming 

Blacks was short lived.  Blacks were used in non-combat roles in subsequent battles 

(Perdue 1979: 41).  

Other tactics used to further separate Indians from Blacks by the Europeans included 

convincing the Indian that they were the same as the European in all aspects except 

for their uncivilized condition and the color of their skin.  James Adair, was a trader 

who explained the skin color issue in this way, 

 The parching winds, and hot sun-beams, beating upon their naked bodies, in 
 their various gradations of life, necessarily tarnish their skins with the tawny 
 red colour.  Add to this, their constants anointing themselves with bear’s oil, 
 or grease, mixt with a certain red root, which, by a peculiar property, is able 
 alone, in a few years time, to produce the Indian colour in those who are 
 white born….  The colour being once thoroughly established, nature would, 
 as it were, forget herself, not to beget her own likeness (Perdue 1979: 46-47). 
 
In this vein, White Europeans also argued that the African was not of the same stock 

as Europeans and Indians and therefore different and less than the Indian and 

European (Perdue 1979: 47).  These claims worked to convince some Indians that 

there indeed was a significant difference between man and the races of Black and Red 

people.  The Cherokees that wanted to fully assimilate into European style culture 

developed their own laws within the Cherokee nation’s government that placed many 
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restrictions on Blacks and basically rendered them as second class members of the 

community (Perdue 1979:48). 

The information presented in this chapter is a historical overview of what is taking 

place on some reservations today. Clearly, the effects of colonization and the 

institution of slavery is not just history but have direct links to the present. The 

various tribes that existed in the Americas pre and post European contact continues 

to struggle with their own identity of who they were and what they have become over 

the generations since contact.  However, the information does strongly suggest that 

the prevailing attitudes, fears and assumptions that Whites had of Indians and Blacks 

did play a significant role in the suspicious and hostile attitudes and beliefs that 

Indians and Blacks hold toward each other even now.  I believe it is these past hurts, 

pains, and the mistrust that has created the barrier that endures between Blacks and 

Indians today.  As a result the relationships that existed between Blacks and Indians 

have been strained to the breaking point. 

 

Given the close link African and Native Americans have with our past in a very 

contemporary sense, it was necessary to give a somewhat detailed overview of our 

historical legacy in this chapter. This setup gives a historical context to the reader and 

provides sort of literary bridge into subsequence chapters.
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THOUGHTS OF THEORY 

Speaking Truth To Power: The Wisdom Of Words Spoken 

In a world that has placed a great deal of importance and elitist prestige on the 

written form of communication, it is important that we acknowledge the power and 

significance inherent in the spoken word.  In the words of Foley, “Oral tradition 

exists only in its plurality, its multiformity, its enactment, and to reduce that 

wonderful complexity to a single libretto for ease of shelving is to falsify its art.” 

(Foley 1998: 22). 

Limiting oral tradition to one particular format or standard severely eclipses its scope 

and reach.  I grew up hearing all sorts of tales about family, both mine and others, 

and this had a huge impact on how I viewed myself as an individual, as a member in 

my family and my community.  I found lots of similarities in the stories and 

narratives, or in some cases they were the same story, but depending on who was 

telling it and how it was delivered, the story had greater appeal and life. 

 I can remember back in grade school as the leaves began to turn; the air became crisp 

and cooler; as summer gave way to fall, the topic of pilgrims and Indians became a 

natural part of our class lesson. Living in Virginia and being so close to Colonial 

Williamsburg, Jamestown Settlement, and Yorktown,  also marked the time we made 

our annul field trip to the theme parks for an oral history lesson in colonial life played 

out by enactors. While as a kid I enjoyed the aspect of going on these trips and being 

a part an active part of history as the audience is often asked to participate.  
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My father has always talked about our Native and African heritage and that we should 

be proud of our family lineage. So for me it was a natural thing to say who I was if 

asked or to volunteer the info where I thought it was needed. Back in the seventies as 

I recall Jamestown and the other two colonial theme parks all of the enactors were of 

European heritage or White for those that prefer the term. So I thought, in my eight 

or nine year old mind, that I could play the parts of a Native captive or an African 

slave girl. I was both based on the tales I had heard from my family, which did not 

seem all that different than the ones being told by our guide, but I was told that if I 

wanted to I could play the part of a slave girl but “Indians didn’t look like me” so one 

of the “White” kids with flowing long hair and pig tales would make a better Indian.  

Now I am not suggesting that anyone in my class was or was not Native or even 

African but this was the first time I had to grapple with the concept that Native and 

Indian looked anything different than me or my dad or anyone else in my family. I 

want to be careful not to give the impression that I had never seen a bad John Wayne 

movie and their interpretation of Indians or that the topic was not talked about in 

school because it was. What bothered me was the direct challenge by someone that 

had no idea who I or my family were but could tell me I was not Native.       

The work of this thesis is based on the theoretical relationship between the written 

and oral word. I believe that oral history, when presented in the form of personal 

narrative, folklore and oral tradition, can give a clue into how marginalized indigenous 

peoples shape and mold their view of identity and ethnicity, both of themselves and 

others within their families and communities.  
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hooks believes this is one way Social Identity is developed, (hooks 1990:2-5) and how 

as a group we modify and adapt our concept of identity and ethnicity based on the 

factors mentioned earlier and how these factors impact the family and kinship structure 

by people of mixed Native and African lineage. How were these familial connections 

maintained through the generations while under oppressive practices such as 

Antebellum Slavery, Jim Crow laws, The Indian Removal Act of 1830 and The 

Termination Act of 1954? 

This study is primarily concerned with the blood ties that connect Blacks and Indians.  

Yet, central to understanding the blood lines that link them we must also have an 

understanding of how they as a group survived and coped with the post trauma from 

Slavery, Jim Crow and the systematic institutionalized racism of this country, as well 

as dealing with historical and generational trauma caused by the Trail of Tears, force 

Termination and other atrocities that affected this population collectively and 

individually5.   

Some of the assaults against the family unit of both Native and African Americans 

have been well documented.  Examples include the separation of families by selling 

them during the slave years. Other instances that disrupted the family nucleus were 

the harsh breeding practices and rape of female slaves by their slave masters. The 

generations of Indian boarding schools and forced child adoption of Native children 

into households headed by non-Natives are further illustrations of violations to 

Native and African American families, their homes and communities.  This chapter 

                                                 
5 Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS) is a theory used by -Dr. Joy DeGruy-Leary 
Historical Psychological Distress -Dr. Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart 
Historical trauma, Historical grief. The Trail of Tears is in reference to the Indian Removal Act of 
1830 The Termination Act of 1954 
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will also look at the impact of these barriers on Native and African American families, 

kinship and culture structures.  These barriers were largely put in place and enforced 

by our legislative, executive, and judicial systems and held up by mainstream societal 

norms and customs.   

Trying to find a nice tidy way to explain ethnicity and what it embodies has been a 

difficult task. There seems to be no generalized definition of ethnicity. For example, 

Fredrik Barth states “…ethnic group is generally understood in anthropological 

literature (cf. e.g. Narroll 1964) to designate a population which: 1. Is largely 

biologically self-perpetuation, 2. Shares fundamental cultural values, realized in overt 

unity in cultural forms, 3. Makes up a field of communication and interaction, 4. Has 

a membership which identifies itself, and is identified by others, as constitution a 

category distinguishable from other categories of the same order” (Barth 1970: 10). 

Barth seems to think this over simplified view of ethnicity robs it of its complexity 

and breathed in its association to any specific individual and/or group (Barth 1970: 

11). Barth suggest that just because one may be of a particular ethnic makeup it does 

not automatically make them a member of a particular cultural group but it does not 

necessarily exclude them from their biological ties either. He believes there are 

boundaries that exist and how we negotiate around and through these barriers is the 

determinate for our group membership.  

David Maybury-Lewis, on the other hand, argues that ethnicity is still largely a 

mystery to most and …”that it is not an innate attribute of human beings, but rather a 

potential that all of us have and that may or may not be activated.” (Maybury-Lewis 

2002: ix) It seems that Maybury-Lewis is proposing that all of us have ethnic origins 
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that derive from somewhere, but we are not cognizant of these origins either because 

we choose to ignore their origins or were never made aware of their origins. Maybury 

believes there is usually some sort of catalyst that prods one to take note of their 

ethnicity and once activated under what context will these ethnic notions take root 

and how will the individual react (Maybury-Lewis 2002: ix)? Since I found no single 

definitive definition for ethnicity or the ethnic group, I pulled from Barth and 

Mayburry because they, in my eye, captured the idea that whatever we think ethnicity 

is it is not a one-dimensional static concept of the self. We cannot separate who we 

are biologically and genetically from ourselves even if we are ignorant of our 

biological and genetic origins. Yet, upon discovery of our ancestral roots we, as 

individuals, have the choice to respond and react by staking claim and seeking 

membership within this group culturally, racially, self identity, or we can choose to do 

nothing.  

Other factors that hinder the expression of individual and group ethnicity are the 

multi-ethnic complexion. There is the issue of the individual’s own acceptance of 

their multi-ethnic self, then having the self imposed burden of “outing,” or exposing 

one’s self to a larger group for membership acceptance in the ethnic group sought. 

How does one handle the possibility of rejections from the group you seek to join; 

the accusations of passing/posing as something you are not; and the threat of 

explusion from the group you currently hold membership in?  While these are painful 

boundaries to confront in the journey to claiming and reclaiming our whole selves, 

there are some that would rather not and choose not to act on or even know their 

true ethnic self. I have purposely limited the use of race while discussing the issue of 
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ethnicity, primarily because in my view race is a term arbitrarily used to place the 

individual or group in a category that does not define who they are as a people but 

does regulate them to a status in the case of African and Native Americans of a lesser 

degree than Whites. 

There is an exercise that I have used where the audience or class is asked to introduce 

themselves by stating their first name, family name, where they are from and their 

ethnic origins or background. Sometimes I will ask them give to their background or 

describe themselves without using the term Black or White. I have used this exercise 

in the classroom and at a symposium in Germany. The stark contrast between the 

responses from the students in my classes here at OSU from those of the students in 

Germany (which was a mix of German and US students) was very telling. There was a 

comfort level that existed with the students in Germany in talking about their ethnic 

makeup that was generally not present with the students in my classes at Oregon State 

University.   

Even as we begin to come to terms with identity and ethnicity in our families and 

communities, it does not come without conflict and confusion. Internally with many 

Native and African American families, skin hue, hair texture and eye color can greatly 

affect how the individual and family will identify culturally, ethnically and racially. 

These elements can also have a bearing on how accepted we are within our families 

and community and what place we carve out for our individual selves. As a child I can 

remember hearing stories of my maternal great grandfather who was of Scottish, 

Cherokee and African heritage. The fact that he was part Scottish was always heavily 

stressed, usually by the glowing descriptive accounting of his fair golden skin or the 
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soft thick curly black hair that was so fine it was just like ‘White Folk’ hair. He was 

described as being a “good looking” man.  It was often pointed out as well that he did 

not much care for folks with overly dark skin but ironically both of his wives were 

described as having fairly dark complexions. It would be recounted how he would 

dote on my mother because she was of fair skin but he had little to do with her 

brothers who were darker complected. My mother and maternal grandmother each 

told me how my great grandfather picked me as his favorite because I fit his view of a 

fair skinned baby.  

As a kid growing up and hearing these old stories and narratives repeated, I felt 

uncomfortable being singled out as one of my great-grandfather’s favorites because I 

was told he did not care much for persons with dark skin. The hue of my skin was 

lighter than those of my siblings. Even though I did not fully understand why I felt 

uncomfortable about the way my grandfather and others singled out people because 

of their skin hue, hair type, and other features that tied us closer in their view to our 

“Whiteness,” I just know that it divided, hurt, and separated us from one another. I 

can remember my sister, who is two years older, asking my mom if it meant that 

great-granddaddy did not love or like her because she was darker than I? My mother’s 

response was, of course, to say no or something to that effect, but I’m not sure my 

sister completely believed her, because even today my sister thinks I ended up with 

the good family stock and she did not because she favors my dad and his side of the 

family, whose heritage is Catawba and African.   

During the course of my research, I learned that some of the dynamics that shaped 

my great-grandfather’s beliefs and others in our family was his relationship with his 
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father, sisters and his only son that lived to adulthood. His father’s ethnic makeup 

was half Scottish with Naïve and African mixture. His father was also fully 

acknowledged by his Scottish father and as such he was acknowledged to some 

degree by his Scottish grandfather. Through this recognition my great grandfather 

was extended privileges because of his ties to the “White”6 Duncan name such as 

having access to a “White” education, access to family land for farming, and access to 

working in the Duncan family enterprises. During one my interviews with a daughter 

of my great grandfather and my mother, they were telling a story about this place 

called the “Buzzard” route it turns out it was a damming project in Columbia, SC that 

the “White” Duncan’s own or were at least managing a portion of the project.  

While my great-grandfather worked there, he was able to get my grandfather hired 

onto the work detail. My mother and great-aunt told about a fish called a “mudfish”. 

The fish was given this name because it was pulled from the bottom of this river that 

was being dammed up and it was literally full of mud. And they talked about how 

they hated this fish. In the midst of this story about a fish my mother started talking 

about how much my grandfather loved working at the dam. She noted that it was a 

shame he could not stay there after my great grandfather left to go back to farming 

and to look for new wife. My grandfather took over the position vacated by my great-

grandfather. I asked why he could not stay at the job and she stated, “Because he was 

not light enough.” “He was safe as long as granddaddy was there, but once he left, the 

“White” Duncans decided he was just too dark.” (Bertha Interview, 2005). 

                                                 
6 “White Duncan” is a term that was used by my family to denote the difference and separation of 
the two sets of Duncans. I have not yet found the person that coined this term, but it has been 
around since I was a young child. 
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One of my interviewees, an elder cousin, talked some about the way my great-

grandfather’s older sister (the one that my mother was named for) used to treat him 

when he would visit her home in Columbia, SC. She was described as fair-skinned 

with thick black wavy hair (good hair).7 She would tell of the way his sister would not 

let his children come in her house and even he had limited access on some occasions. 

She apparently married well and was financially comfortable. She and her husband 

were in the mercantile business. He was, as I was told, quite the entrepreneur and had 

what was thought to be the first rental car business in the State of South Carolina.  

My cousin said this treatment by his sister hurt him deeply, but no explanation was 

given as to why his sister treated him so cruelly or if she treated her other siblings in 

the same manner. My great-grandfather had two brothers and two other sisters. Most 

of the family members I interviewed described them as being half-white, to them they 

looked White, or they were mixed but had light skin and good hair or White Folk 

hair. No mention was made of their Native mixture; in fact, one interviewee went so 

far as to say there was no “Indian blood” in the family. It was not until she pulled out 

her mother’s journal, and found it written in the journals that the family indeed did 

have Native heritage. I asked why she thought there was no Native heritage in our 

ethnic makeup and she replied that no one had ever really talked about it. I asked if 

she knew why and she replied “I don’t really know, I guess having White blood was 

enough.” (Diggs Interview, 2005). 

                                                 
7 The term “good hair” is used in the African American community to describe a mixed or blended 
hair type of a person with possible White or Native admixture. The hair texture is not coarse but 
generally straight, wavy or curly.  
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I heard similar stories from some of my other interviewees of how light and dark skin 

or coarse hair versus straight, wavy, and curly hair pitted family members against one 

other. One participant, Ann,8 talked very candidly about the different makeup that 

existed between her and her two siblings. Growing up in Los Angeles, she and her 

family maintained a very close tie to their Native heritage and culture. She and her 

family spent time at the local Native community center and would often return to 

Oklahoma and Montana to her parent’s family and community, where they would get 

to participate in both social and spiritual ceremonies.    

Stories and tales have been around for years.  One would be hard-pressed to find any 

person who has not heard a story or tale.  Even as I write this paper, I am reminded 

of the stories and tales that I heard from my father, grandfather, mother, aunties, 

uncles and countless other relatives and elders with whom I have come in contact 

over the years.  I have in fact told stories and tales of my own to others.  Growing up, 

I am not sure how much importance I placed in hearing the assortment of tales that 

were told to me.   

I suppose like many I went through my periods of rebellion, indifference, and all-

around obnoxious behavior that many teens experience. It seemed that many of the 

stories were all the same,  preaching the same message.  Especially the ones that 

started with the infamous “When I was your age….and included some inhuman feat 

such as walking twenty miles to school in the freezing cold barefooted.  Yet, during 

the times when my dad spoke of his mother, it was different and I would perk up, 

eager to hear what he had to say.  No matter what stage of growth I was going 

                                                 
8 Pseudonyms are used for those participants that requested one. 
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through, those times with him and listening to him were different from any other 

times that he shared. It was also during these times that I felt I got to see and know a 

part of my dad that he did not expose very often.   

Even through those years when we were having our difficulties (my growing pains, 

his settling into old age) understanding one another and not speaking very much, I 

always found a place in myself to hear him speak of his mother and the things he 

knew of her and her people.  I enjoyed these tales immensely, in part because my dad 

could tell a good story and I also got to know relatives, people, and places that I had 

never known.  As I grew older I wanted to know more about these individuals and 

the lives they had lived; I wanted to know about who I was and I where I fit in this 

world. 

We can find great and not-so-great orators speaking in the most prestigious lecture 

halls in universities across the world and yet still oral renderings as a legitimate form 

of academic research is still not placed in the same hierarchy as that of the written 

word. There is a certain degree of authenticity surrounding written communication 

verses what is spoken aloud. We hear often of the “Great Works” of Literature but 

rarely is the same prestige placed on the master story tellers or the great orators of the 

day and of the past.  

How can we-and I include myself as an indigenous person ensnared in the 

Westernized world of academia- in one breath profess to have respect and reverence 

for what has been gleaned from indigenous societies through countless generations of 

projects, research, and studies, and still discount the works and contributions of 
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indigenous peoples, when those contributions to academia are from a wholly 

Indigenous perspective based on their cultural beliefs and teachings? There have been 

many in the social science field, anthropology in particular, who have built their whole 

careers (and some have even become cause célèbre in the process) due in large part to 

the work that was done through the sacrifice-and in some cases detriment-of those in 

indigenous and non-literate societies. 

So why, then, are the direct contributions of indigenous persons viewed as an 

alternative form of academia as opposed to being on par with mainstream academic 

standards? I am speaking in terms of the written versus the oral form of teaching and 

learning. Everything in the Eurocentric-specific world we live in as indigenous 

peoples tells us that all we find value in such as land, language, preservation of 

culture, spirituality, and oral history, is not valid under the Eurocentric way of being 

and doing in regards to academia (Tuhiwai-Smith 2001: 1). 

How indigenous peoples think and view themselves and others around them is 

directly impacted by the historical traumas of the past colonial imperialistic systems of 

educating, governing, and social conditioning. It is maddening to think that 

Westernized viewpoints of indigenous peoples are largely based on the extracted and 

stolen information of the indigenous societies under study. Once taken, the 

indigenous peoples become the subject of experimentation and ridicule and are no 

longer the owners of their own culture or way of being. The ownership of their 

culture and existence then becomes the property (in the minds of westernized 

science) of science for the betterment of mankind. Under the keepsake of 

westernized Social Science, the meaning and purpose of the information gathered is 
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used to oppress, cripple and kill the very societies it was learned from. It is then used 

to instruct us on how to be “civilized” people as long as we stay within the confines 

of the westernized definition of “civilized” (Tuhiwai-Smith 2001: 1). 

I have stated previously that the spoken word is one of the first forms of 

communications we are presented with as humans. It can also be argued that language 

and the spoken word is the oldest form of communicating between humans. Trying 

to place a timeline on the origins of folklore is pretty much akin to searching for the 

beginning of time.  Oral histories and the narratives have been part of all aspects of 

civilization.  Since the essence of oral history and oral tradition are a thing of action in 

the sense that these renderings live on through the act being passed on and received, I 

think this process can happen even when the living people of that culture are no 

longer there. 

Although my research method is focused primarily on oral history as a means to 

revitalize and preserve one’s culture in this section I present other forms of historical 

data in support of oral history. Example of other forms of data is the evidence found 

through the hieroglyphics and the Rosetta Stone carvings left by the ancient 

Egyptians (Strachan and Roetzel 1997-2001: Online).  The Egyptians are not the only 

ancient people that left a living legacy of their culture behind for others to discover.  

So did the Sumerians, a group that lived close to what is present day Kuwait and 

Saudi Arabia.  Archeologist and other scientists found clay plate carvings that were 

used by the Sumerians for record keeping with “pictograph” markings similar to the 

Egyptian hieroglyphic etchings.  This discovery gave an indication that the Sumerian 
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people did have an alternative form of expression that worked with the spoken form 

of communicating (Hooker 2900-1800 BC: Online).   

I want to be clear that I am not suggesting these other forms of data is oral history 

the fact cannot be denied that in its very broadest sense these physical pieces of 

human existence are things that have been left behind that give clues, into that culture 

of the people that left them behind.  The most compelling thing of all despite the 

advanced technological world we live in (or perhaps it is because of it) we still tell 

stories, talk about, and discuss the Egyptians and Sumerian people and their great 

Gilgamesh epic (Foley 1998: 4), the Rosetta Stone, the clay Pictograph plates, and still 

wonder how these ancient people were able to accomplish all that they did.   

We are still interested in how a people and culture that seemed way ahead of its time 

in terms of their own technological advances and why they were not able to sustain 

this growth and advancement.  I think it both scares and excites us as a people to 

know that these early ancestors of mankind could rise so high and fall so completely.  

I believe it is this type of connection that ties us to the lure of folklore.  On the one 

hand, we would like to dismiss oral history and oral tradition as superstitions, old 

wives tales and the like, but deep down there is a part of us that believes there are 

some truths to the stories that people tell and that we in turn pass on to someone 

else.
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A Nation is not conquered 
Until the hearts of its women 
Are on the ground. 
Then it is done, no matter 
How brave its warriors 
Nor how strong its weapons. 
  Traditional Cheyenne saying 
 
A Feminist Thought 

The role and place of women in both the Native and African culture in some of the 

Tribes of the Southeastern states and West Africa was central to the core and 

foundation of the family and kinship structure. While it is true that in both societies 

men and women had their different roles and duties within each community, the focal 

point of when family began and ended through the woman.  For the European outsider 

looking, in the different roles that men and women performed led them to believe the 

woman’s place was lower than that of the place held by men.  These differences of 

world views had a direct impact on how European men would come to view women 

and ultimately treat them as they gained further entrance into Native and African 

societies (Bataille and Sands 1984: vii).   

The European male had his own difficulties navigating and understanding the place, 

position and power women held in their communities (Perdue 2003: 2).  One incident 

from Perdue describes the marriage between a British trader to a young Seminole 

woman.  He laments the fact that the young woman did not behave in marriage 

according to the British customs the trader was used to.  His wife would routinely take 

his holdings and give them to her family.   

Under the rules in Native societies, the woman decided whom she would marry and 

when she no longer wanted to be married.  According to the customs of many southern 
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Natives the woman could simply put the belongings of her husband outside the 

Longhouse to indicate the marriage was over (Nash 1974, 82: 20).  If there were any 

children from these unions, the mother took sole responsibilityfor them and usually 

returned to the home of her mother to raise the children.  The father of any children 

had little or no say in their upbringing (Perdue 1979: 51).   

While women’s role changed significantly over time in the Native and African 

American communities in relations with the outer world, internally she still was the 

bedrock in the family.  Women were and still are the glue and the mainstay that holds 

the family together.  According to the article, “Our Mother’s Grief: Racial-Ethnic 

Women and the Maintenance of Families” by Bonnie Thornton Dill, women, or at 

least White women, existed in the patriarchal dominated society under two forms of 

authority; one public and the other private.   The status of a woman in every aspect 

including the social, legal and economic, was ruled by the male head of the family 

(Thornton Dill 1988: 415-31). This authoritative position could be held by the father, 

uncle, brother, male cousin, or one that was appointed in the absence of a blood 

related male. 

While this thesis is not focused on any specific feminist ideology, while I do speak 

from the perspective of a female my research is not necessarily advocating the rights 

and equality of women in the African or Native cultures. As I have stated in the 

background section of this paper, prior to European contact, most African and 

Native societies strove for equity among the men and women in their communities. 

Yes, there were distinct roles and duties performed by the men and women within 

African and Native societies, but this had more to do with maintaining balance within 



 38

the community and family. The roles were distinct and different, but each role was 

considered important and vital to the survival of the community. This was a vastly 

different view from the concept the Europeans had of the roles men and women held 

and played in their own societies, which is based in part on the concept of 

subordinate and inferior status between men and women. The roles of both men and 

women went through such drastic changes during the contact period, the 

enslavement period, and from the overall affects of existing in the colonial and 

imperialistic system, to highlight the individual plight of the woman would be a 

disservice to the struggles of the group as a whole.  
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Chapter Two 
 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The impact of slavery in America by Europeans and American colonists against 

Africans, Native Americans, and even the White indentured servants has been widely 

documented and disseminated.  However, slavery of Africans was not restricted to the 

European colonist alone.  African ownership by Native Americans was practiced by 

many in the southeastern region after the British and other Europeans made contact.  

While it is known that the system of slavery was introduced and sustained chiefly in 

southern states such as the Carolinas, Georgia, Florida, Virginia, and surrounding states, 

American colonists in general viewed slavery as the foundation of their market 

economy as well as a major component of the region’s labor force (Finley & Shaw 

1998: 159). 

I used an exhaustive search of primary and secondary sources to locate information on 

the existence of persons with mixed Native and African heritage and the use of slavery 

by Natives Americans against African Americans.  Works such as Slavery in America: A 

Reader and Guide, edited by Kenneth Morgan takes the reader on a journey through 

the origin of slavery in North America up to the civil war and emancipation.  

Nevertheless a book that is over 400 pages deep on the history of slavery in North 

America, only three of those 400 plus pages mentions Natives being enslaved and none 

mentions the fact that the Indian would also own Black slaves (Morgan 2005: 25, 40-

41).   
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Other works such as Sterling Stuckey’s Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and the 

Foundation of Black America, Michael P. Johnson and James L. Roark’s Black Masters: 

A Free Family of Color in the Old South, Moses I. Finley’s with edits by Brent D. 

Shaw, Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology, and Larry Koger’s Black Slaveowners: 

Free Black Slave Masters in South Carolina, 1790-1860, each discussed the topic of 

slavery at great lengths from various view points and perspectives.  Yet there was no 

mention or inclusion of the Native population that was present in the south during the 

same time period.  It is genuinely incomprehensible to me that any book discussing the 

issue of slavery could so blatantly leave out Native Americans, especially one covering 

slavery in South Carolina were the Native population was quite large (Richter 2001: 7).   

In Tiya Miles’ article, “Uncle Tom Was an Indian: Tracing the Red in Black Slavery”, 

from the book, Confounding the Color Line: The Indian-Black Experience in North 

America, by James F. Brooks, notes that renowned historian, John Hope Franklin 

purposely leaves Native peoples out of the discussion of slavery because they were not 

part of the two great racial groups, Black and White (Brooks 2002:138-139).  Franklin, it 

seems, is suggesting that Natives, because of their population size, were little more than 

bit players in the settling of the South. In his book, Custer Died for Your Sins: an 

Indian Manifesto, Vine Deloria Jr., is taunting the claim that Native people were never 

slaves and instead of giving up their bodies to toiling, they only gave up land to the 

White man (Deloria 1969: 7). 

It is clear from this passage that Deloria’s intention is to create a clear line of 

demarcation between the goals of Blacks and Indians during the Black and Red power 

movements of the 1960s.  It is not surprising that two historically marginalized groups 
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that have gone through the type of trauma they faced at the hands of Europeans and 

the American colonists want to maintain their autonomy and lay claim to their own 

ethnic self-worth.  But doing so in the fashion that Franklin and Deloria chose deeply 

undermines and severely minimizes the fact that both Native and African people were 

major players in the South and as former slaves and eventual slaveholders9   a direct 

involvement in the development of the South before and after European contact. I 

think it also shines a bright light on just how limited the amount of research in this area 

has taken place and shows that African and Native Americans are still one of the most 

marginalized populations in this country. 

Kenneth W. Porter was one of the first authors I came across who discussed in any 

detail the existence of mixed Native and African American people.  In many of his early 

writings from the 1940s and 1950s, Porter wrote a great deal on the Black Seminole 

experience and of the other Five Civilized Tribes of the southeast.  In some of his later 

works, such as The Negro on the American Frontier, he branched out a bit to include 

information on Native Black Indians on the western frontier.  As I found other books 

and writings on the topic, it became apparent that many of these books cited the work 

of Porter.  I have also noticed that there was about a ten to twenty year gap between 

the pioneering work of Porter and those that came after him. 

Daniel F. Littlefield Jr. with his book, Africans and Seminoles: From Removal to 

Emancipation, was one of those early writers that borrowed heavily from Porter’s 

work.  Jeff Guinn with Our Land Before We Die: The Proud Story of the Seminole 

Negro was another who made use of the groundbreaking research started by Porter.  
                                                 
9 There is evidence that both African and Native Americans both held slaves for the purpose of this 
study I am focusing on Native Americans as slaveholder against Africans. 
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Like Porter, the focus of their work was on the Seminole tribe of Florida.  As I 

researched further, I found other works by Littlefield and Jack Forbes from the 1960s 

that focused on the Five Civilized Tribes of the southeast.  While they were still using 

some of the work that was done by Porter, they also provided updates and corrections 

to Porter’s work.  It was for this reason that I decided to use the work of Littlefield and 

Forbes instead of Porter’s original work.  I especially liked Forbes’ book African and 

Native Americans: The Language of Race and the Evolution of Red-Black Peoples, for 

its unapologetic approach and presentation of mixed Red-Black people.  He starts right 

off acknowledging the flaws and confusion trying to rely on historical documents that 

mention the mixing of the African and the Native or the American as he sometimes 

refers to the native inhabitants of the Americas (Forbes 1993: 6).   

There simply was no set standard in the terminology when describing persons from 

different ethnic heritages that was not strictly European.  Even today in the African and 

Native American communities, we often do not agree on what to call ourselves. Forbes 

points out the fact that the American and the African had their first contact serving as 

slaves in Europe and the Mediterranean (Forbes 1993: 27).  Forbes also homed in on 

the various terms used to denote the skin color of those held in bondage.  The term 

loro is referring to black or intermediate color.  There was also moro lorum meaning 

Muslim of intermediate color or sarracenum nigrium meaning Black Saracen.       

Others that have contributed to this area of research on the mixing of Natives and 

African Americans are Gary B. Nash with his book Red, White and Black: The Peoples 

of Early America,  James F. Brooks’ Confounding the Color Line: The Indian-Black 

Experience in North America, Theda Perdue’s Slavery and the Evolution of Cherokee 
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Society, 1540-1866,“Mixed Blood” Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South, and  

Circe Strum’s Blood Politics: Race, Culture and Identity in the Cherokee Nation of 

Oklahoma, which I found particularly useful for its direct approach in addressing the 

identity issue. Devon A. Mihesuah’s article, “American Indian Identities: Issues of 

Individual Choice and Development” found in the edited work of Duane Champagne’s 

Contemporary Native American Cultural Issues, was helpful in looking at and 

addressing the problems we face today that are the legacy of our past. 

I have cited most heavily from the works of Littlefield, Nash, and Perdue because of 

the work they have done on Native and African slavery in South Carolina and the 

surrounding region.  I had the opportunity to meet Littlefield and we discussed the fact 

that there was limited amount of printed work out there that dealt with the Native 

Black experience.  He noted that when he started researching this topic, the only person 

who had any printed work was Porter.  Then for many years it was just himself.  So he 

is greatly encourage by the new crop of scholars who are now working and researching 

this the area of Native and African American relations. 

 While I share some of Littlefield’s encouragement that more scholars are writing about 

this topic, I could not help but notice how truly thin the documented work really was as 

just about all of the books I have mentioned above have all cited one another or the 

same primary sources.  While this is great for corroboration of information, it also 

shows quite starkly just how limited we as scholars and lay persons are in finding 

documented information on this subject. By choosing oral history as my primary 

research method for this project, I hope to uncover new works and add to what we 

currently have available.
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Chapter Three 
 

ORAL HISTORY AS METHOD  
 

Keepers Of The Truth and Tellers Of The Stories 

My work is grounded in the indigenous research methodology of oral history and oral 

tradition. The practice of collecting oral data for the preservation and study of various 

cultures and societies has been in use, according to Ruth Finnegan, “…as long as 

history itself.”(Finnegan 1992: 47).  So for many Native and African cultures or non 

literate or partially-literate societies, as termed by Finnegan, the tradition of oral 

history was the norm and held in high regard.  Usually there was one specific person 

of the tribe, village, or family, whose sole purpose was to maintain, re-tell, and pass 

these oral histories down to other members of the community.   

In some West African cultures the griot, a storyteller or narrator, was responsible for 

holding, preserving, and carrying on the oral histories for the village or family 

(American Heritage® Dictionary).  In some Native Americans cultures “Faith 

Keepers” were the chosen ones to learn the songs and knowledge of their people and 

to teach this information to the tribe and ultimately to the larger community and 

outside world. Patrick Orozco of the Ohlone, a direct descendent of the original 

Costanoan tribe of California, is a modern day Faith Keeper (Roach 2004: Online).   

In his own way, my father kept alive the stories of his mother by retelling them over 

and over to his children and later grandchildren.  In turn, I took those same stories 

and attempted to expand on them by going back to Rock Hill, South Carolina to find 
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and talk with those who may have known my grandmother and her family.  This 

thesis is a continuation of that process to find, reconstruct, and understand family 

kinship ties, to provide a medium for those voices that have been suppressed, and an 

opportunity to say what family, kinship and self-identity means to them and to 

preserve what they had to say.  Without those stories from my father, there would be 

no foundation for this journey to have begun.  So it is with that premise that I 

decided to use oral tradition and ethnohistory to conduct this research.  Even though 

an exhaustive use of primary and secondary written source documents were 

researched and used for this study, the ultimate research data used were based on the 

interviews collected.  The books and other written material found in this study were 

used primarily to support and validate the information obtained from the collected 

personal narratives.    

 

It was important for me to use oral history for two reasons: one, it was the way things 

were taught to me, and it was used significantly in my household to pass on 

information. My father was very opposed to writing things down as a way to 

remember. Whether it was telling stories of the family, or passing on recipes (my 

father was a chef) he wrote nothing down; we had to listen and remember. Secondly, 

from an African and Native historical and traditional standpoint the use of oral 

history and oral tradition was a common practice and a way to disseminate 

information from family to family and from generation to generation. Since I was 

seeking to know the feelings and thoughts of African Natives from their past and 

present experiences in their own words, collecting personal narratives and the use of 

oral history is appropriate and relevant methods to this research and my work. 
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Finding the Target Population 

In much the say way that family ties and kinship were passed down through the 

generations, so too were family stories and histories.  Unlike blood ties, oral histories 

are much harder to maintain and it is easily lost with each new generation. Two main 

ingredients must be present to have the possibility of one’s family oral histories remain 

intact: Someone that knows the family lore and is willing to share what they know, and 

someone to receive these renderings who is willing to pass them on to the next 

receiver. 

The idea and concept of family and kinship groups was essential to both the African 

and Native. Under the practice of slavery, the slave owner had almost complete control 

over the movements and over the coming and goings of the slave; their labor routines, 

what they ate and how much; and where they lived. However, the slave remained to a 

degree in control of how and who call a friend, whom they would love and marry, the 

kinship groups they built, how they reared their offspring, and how they spent their 

time off  (Nash 1982, 171).  

In my family my father was the catalyst that passed on what he knew of his family and I 

was the repository and later on the vector of these tales.  

Although the history of our family is rich and full on both the maternal and paternal 

sides, historically and culturally many Natives (also referred to as Native American, 

American Indian, First Nation, etc…) and Africans follow and trace family lineage 

along the matrilineal line (Perdue 1979: 9).  Although there is also European heritage 
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present in our heritage, my main focus is in on our Native and African admixture.  

Primarily I chose this direction because our African heritage is most clearly apparent 

and our European heritage was often talked about and acknowledged while our Native 

heritage was rarely discussed openly because the most complete and comprehensive 

information was available from my mother’s side. It is also important to note that it is 

the male members of the mother’s family that holds an important part to the growth 

and teaching in the life of the child.  It is for this reason the grandfather of my mother 

and his family is being used for this report (Perdue 1979: 9, 11). 

Collecting the personal narratives of person’s of Native and African admixture would 

be the most suitable method for this thesis since both African are Native people are 

from oral societies. The use of indigenous methodologies in this context allows me as 

an indigenous academic researcher working within the confines the Euro-American 

higher education system the freedom to express and present the segment of the social, 

political, and self-identity of Native African people (Tuhiwai-Smith 2001: 4). 

The Interviews 

My first formal interview with Mark Harris who identifies as a Black Indian of African 

and Choctaw ancestry, took place in June of 2005.  I learned of Mark Harris from an 

article of his that appeared in the June, 3 2004 issue of the Eugene Weekly.  The subtitle 

of the article caught my eye, “A heterosexual Black Indian muses on gay marriage.”  It 

would be a whole year before I contacted Mark. I did a small amount of background 

checking on him prior to our interview.  I found that he was an instructor at Lane 

Community College in Eugene and the Substance Abuse Prevention Coordinator in the 
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Multicultural Substance Abuse Prevention Program.  He has also received his M.A. in 

Public Health with a minor in Anthropology from OSU. 

The process of finding my target population and conducting interviews began with 

members of my own family. There were eleven interviews scheduled for this study of 

the eleven. Ten interviews were conducted and of those ten, eight were members of my 

family and two were outside of the family. The interviewing methods used were semi-

structured with both pre-defined and open-ended questions to initiate each interview 

session. In some instances, casual and informal conversations were also used to move 

the interview process along.  Participant observation also allowed for non-formal and 

unstructured interviews. 

I located much of our family information from South Carolina in the cities of 

Greenwood, Sumter, and Columbia during the interviewing process. In addition to the 

interviews, information for this research was also found in family bibles, journals, news 

paper clippings, military records, Indian Agent rolls, and pictures, most of which I have 

recorded on video, digital and audio tape. 

 Initially, I wanted to interview members from the paternal side of my family for this 

study, since it was the stories from my father about his Indian mother that formed the 

basis for this thesis.  Due to illness, deaths and other reasons, I was unable to collect 

the personal narratives for this project with members of that side of the family. The 

interviews that did take place were from members of my mother’s side of the family. 

My primary informant dropped out of the study on the day I was to begin my 

interviews.  
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This primary informant was central to this portion of the study because he claimed to 

have information on the segment of our family that lived in close contact with the 

Native American side of the family. These were relatives, most likely from Maggie 

Greenwood’s side of the family. Maggie Greenwood was born in Clinton, SC.  

However, during the interviews, it was noted that the Greenwoods were from 

Newberry and some of those relatives still live in Newberry. In fact, it was members 

from this side of the family that my primary informant said he had met at the funeral of 

a great-aunt that was attended by several relatives that to him appeared phenotypically 

Native American.  He described them as black men and women with long straight hair.  

This meeting had a profound impact on my uncle because these were relatives that he 

had not known existed, and from that day he decided he would no longer cut his hair. 

In addition to my own family, I wanted to talk with others that were outside of my 

family to get a perspective of the lived experiences of other Black Indians that I 

suspected were similar to the experiences in my own family. I chose the Pacific 

Northwest because I knew that there was a westward movement of Blacks from the 

south and I suspected some of those were also persons of mixed African and Native 

heritage. 

Common Themes 

There were some common themes with the first obvious one being that of family. Each 

interviewee talked about her or his family and could trace their heritage back about five 

generations to the mid-eighteen hundred. All of the interviewees talked of having 

admixture in their family, most notable that of European heritage. Most of the 

interviewees recall hearing of their mixed European heritage while growing up; 
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however, any inclusion of Native heritage was not known about until later in their adult 

years and usually only after they inquired about it directly or stumbled across it by 

chance. 

When I asked why the presence of their Native heritage was not talked about as openly 

as that of their European heritage, some of the common responses were the people 

that would have known of this did not talk about it and they did not know why. They 

were told not to talk about it. One interviewee stated that “…being Black was hard 

enough and an Indian was lower then dirt. It just wasn’t talked about.” (Barmore 

Ducan Jr, interview not on tape). One interviewee stated that she was always aware of 

her Native and Black heritage and she grew up connected to both cultures while living 

in Los Angeles, California.  

Other common themes included that many of their family origins were from the South, 

farming and sharecropping was a primary source of work, and the families moved and 

relocated to different areas either in the South or the West.   

I set out for the East Coast with stops in Maryland, Virginia and South Carolina.  I met 

with my brother and his wife to discuss a possible meeting with her great-aunt from 

West Virginia that currently resides in Ohio who has Iroquois heritage.  I suspected for 

some time that my sister-in-law’s family had Native heritage but again it seems a topic 

that just does not come up in general conversation.  I point this out only because she 

does talk of the European heritage in her family. It is not that the topic of ethnicity is 

not talked about, but any mention of Native heritage is conspicuously left out.  I went 
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over the IRB Implied Consent10 form with them and left copies for her to pass on to 

her great-aunt, mother and aunt. At the time of this writing, no agreement has been 

made to schedule an interview. 

From Maryland I drove down to Virginia Beach to meet with several Aunts and an 

Uncle from my father’s side of the family.  Many of these aunts and uncles are in their 

sixties and seventies; my uncle is the last remaining brother of my father.  There are 

four sisters left including my father’s twin; however, she is living in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania and has been in poor health. I spoke with my uncle prior to my arrival, 

explaining the reason for my interviewing the family.  He was excited and interested in 

discussing our family histories.  I wanted to know what his lived experiences were while 

growing up in Rock Hill, South Carolina.   

On the morning that I was leaving Maryland for Virginia, I received a call from my 

uncle’s wife that one of my cousins had died.  It was the youngest son of the eldest 

daughter of one of my aunts.  He was only seventeen and had just returned home from 

a summer basketball camp.  He complained of being tired so he went to lie down for a 

rest and never woke up.  They lived about a half hour from where I was staying at my 

brother’s home.  I tried to contact them before leaving, but they were still at the 

hospital and making other arrangements, so I left that afternoon heading to Virginia 

Beach. Once I was there I could tell immediately the death of my cousin was occupying 

everyone’s attention, and how could it not?  My uncle was gracious and glad to see me.  

                                                 
10 The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is an administrative body established to protect the rights 
and welfare of human research subjects recruited to participate in research activities conducted 
under the auspices of the institution with which it is affiliated. The IRB is charged with the 
responsibility of reviewing, prior to its initiation, all research (whether funded or not) involving 
human participants. 
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He cooked non-stop on my behalf but he was not in a good space for talking.  In fact 

he was quite non-talkative the whole time I was there.   

On my second day there I went over the IRB Consent Forms and they remained on the 

kitchen counter for the remainder of my time there, untouched and unsigned.  Since 

things were not progressing with my uncle, I decided to try to salvage some of the time 

there by interviewing my aunt.  She talked some but clearly her mind was on the arrival 

of her youngest son and grandbaby and making arrangements to attend the funeral.   It 

devastated the family, and needless to say, any opportunity for interviewing was lost.  I 

could not go to the funeral because it was back in Maryland and I had appointments to 

keep in South Carolina.  So as everyone else headed north to Maryland, I went further 

south to South Carolina.  

I was hoping that things would go a lot smoother in South Carolina.  I had about five 

interviews lined up with times and dates set.  Prior to my arrival in South Carolina, I 

had been in contact with an uncle who agreed to act as my key participant.  He is the 

uncle I spoke of earlier in the paper that had the profound experience after meeting 

what he termed as our “Indian” relatives.  I contacted him by phone once I was in 

South Carolina.  I was in Sumter and he was in Greenwood about two hours away.  We 

made final arrangements to meet at the house of another uncle, one of his brothers. 

In the meantime I went over the IRB consent form with my mother and her youngest 

brother.   

This phase of the interviewing process went much better than I had anticipated.  I was 

surprised at how attentive and interested they both were in my work and efforts.  They 
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were taking it all very seriously and seemed to think they were getting involved in 

something that was important.  Their interviews went well.  They provided background 

information on their father and grandfather and the area they grew up in.  They could 

not speak much to their Native heritage but did speak about their White heritage from 

their grandfather.  While I wanted more information about their Native heritage, the 

fact that it was a subject rarely discussed by their father or grandfather is a good 

example of the secrecy that was involved with this side of their family.   

My mother and I drove down to Greenwood to meet with my great-uncles and her 

uncles. Our meeting was set for 11 a.m. at the home of another uncle.  My key 

participant was to meet us there, but at 12 p.m. it was becoming perfectly clear that my 

key participant would not be joining us for the interview.  There was no clear 

explanation for his absence, as I had spoken with him earlier in the morning, when he 

assured me he would be there at the appointed time. I was unable to reach my key 

participant for the remainder of my time in South Carolina and I have not spoken with 

him since.  The interview with my other uncle did take place, and for the most part it 

went well.  The interview took place in the family room, which was fine until the little 

six-year- old girl they were keeping decided she was not getting enough attention.  She 

insisted on having the radio and television on at the same time that I was recording.  

She wanted to be on the recorder and she wanted to be interviewed.  So we had to stop 

several times to get her under control.   

Again during this interview talk of the Native side of the family was rare and little was 

known of this aspect of the family’s history.  They were well aware of the European 

side but in the words of my uncle, “…those folks and some things just weren’t talked 
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about around the children.” (Duncan, T. Interview, 2005).  It was suggested that I talk 

with another of my aunts.  She also lived in town, so we decide to drop in 

unannounced.  She was happy to see us but unfortunately she knew less than my uncle.  

She suggested we talk to one of our cousins who lived in Columbia.  She said her 

cousin still lived in the same house that was owned by her mother and that she grew up 

in.  One of our aunts recalled seeing some old pictures of family but not sure who they 

all were but she was sure that cousin LeVern would know.  There was only one 

problem.  She had not been able to get in touch with her cousin for several months so 

she was not sure she still lived at the same house any more since she recently married.   

The days and hours were ticking away and I still felt as though I had not gotten the key 

information that I was searching for.  I asked my mom if she knew of any way to 

contact this Cousin.  She said she would try.  The next few days I am not exactly sure 

what my mother did but she got ahold of her cousin and set up a meeting with her on 

the day I was supposed to fly out.  I naturally agreed to the meeting time, called the 

airlines and switched my flight plans.  I went into this interview with no expectations.  I 

had already resigned myself to writing my thesis from the viewpoint that the reason it 

was difficult to trace the family legacy of Black Indian Heritage was because it was a 

subject rarely spoken about. 

The interview with our cousin was rough around the edges but the information she 

provided was priceless.  I am not completely sure if it was the missing link I was 

searching for or not, but it certainly filled in many missing gaps that were sprinkled 

throughout my other interviews.  I found that Maggie Greenwood died in 1896. Maggie 

Greenwood is also listed on the Indian Agent Baker Rolls as a member of the Choctaw 
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Nation that died in 1896 at the onset of the second Trail of Tears movement West. It 

was also during this time that I discovered through my interviews and family 

documents that the children of Maggie Greenwood Duncan and Robert Duncan were 

displaced and parceled out to work. My great-grandfather, John Thomas Duncan, who 

was about 12, was sent to work for a White family in Greenwood, SC. One other 

brother was sent to live with a woman by the name of Mrs. Keith. The remaining 

siblings went to Columbia, SC. It was also noted during the interviews that John T. 

Duncan was referred to as Pa Duncan and was married by the age of 13 to his first 

wife. It was also discovered that the father, Robert Duncan, was listed on the 1898 

Spanish American regiment rolls for Whites. It is not known if Robert Duncan was 

serving in the Spanish American War during the time of his wife’s death in 1896. The 

interview with Cousin LaVern introduced information that produced even more 

questions than I previously had, such as why did they record in writing the presence of 

Native heritage but rarely spoke of it?  What happened to the rest of Maggie 

Greenwood’s family, and was there contact with those family members that moved out 

west? What is the Buzzard Route and how is it related to the Dam project that was 

taking place in a similar area?  Who are the cousins with the long Black hair from 

Newberry that attended LeNell’s funeral?  Where are the other cousins who are still in 

Columbia? 

I flew back to Oregon and prepared for the final leg of my trip with a drive down to 

Petaluma, CA to interview my uncle, the eldest brother of my mother and uncle.  This 

interview would be a challenge.  My uncle is a stroke victim survivor.  While his 

memory is remarkably in fine working order, his speech is some times unclear and he 
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suffers from aphasia.  He had great background information and did know of and had 

met some of the cousins from Columbia when he was a college student at South 

Carolina State, which is in Columbia. 

With the interviews nearly complete the process of transcribing and analyzing the data 

has begun.  In November 2005, I attended the Crossings of Breath: Indigenous & 

Black Relations in North America conference held at the University of New Mexico in 

Albuquerque.  I was fortunate enough to have audiotaped a good portion of this event.  

I also met and spoke with several of the presenters and panelists from the symposium 

and gained additional information that I hope to incorporate into this thesis.   

I was encouraged that people I spoke with had similar stories and experiences such as 

mine and those I interviewed. While some in attendance grew up knowing they were 

Native or had Native heritage, there was a commonality among those that learned of 

their Native heritage later in their adult years to begin exploring more fully their Native 

side and becoming aware and living more culturally as Native. 

In December, 2005 I attended a winter Powwow at Lane Community College were I 

met and witnessed several Black Indians in attendance.  Some I had seen at other 

powwows in the local area but had not previously spoken to and some I was seeing for 

the first time. I had not expected to see as many Black Indians congregated in that large 

a number in Oregon especially since I had been told there were no Black Indians in 

Oregon. 

As I mentioned earlier, the Muskogee Creeks and other Native groups did not 

immediately adopt the European view of racially identifying individuals by skin color.  
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Even as the practice of distinguishing one by race took hold in some Native 

communities, accepting one based on their clan and kinship affiliation carried more 

credence and overrode that of excluding someone based on race and how they looked.   

(Perdue 2003: 4).  The fact that the people I spoke with either truly did not know there 

were Black Indians in Oregon or chose to feign ignorance on the subject further 

solidifies the need for studies such as this. 

The limitations I found with oral history in general and those of my study were 

forgotten memories and stories from the lack of use. One of my uncles whom I 

interviewed commented to me that he wished he had asked more questions and 

listened more carefully to the things that were said by his father and grandfather and 

that he had talked more with other family members; as it was, by not talking he had 

forgotten all of the old tales of the family. Another uncle who was interviewed stated 

that as kids …”there were just some things weren’t talked about so you learned not to 

ask about them.” (Duncan, T. Interview 2005). Other limitations included getting 

access to those that held information of stories and events that happened, as well as 

knowing who to go to with the most accurate and complete information. In my case, 

many of the folks I talked with in the beginning promised much information but in the 

end they either did not show up for interviews, did not have relevant or pertinent 

information related to what I needed, or they just could not recall the information that 

was promised. It turned out the one that had the most useful data and resources was 

the most difficult to reach and the one that everyone else and discounted. So I learned 

that one has to be aware and leery of those that would mislead and to check out every 
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source that is available even if time does not permit. It may turn out to be time well 

spent.
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Chapter Four 

RESULTS, FINDINGS, AND DISCUSSION 

Background: Continued 

By reviewing the historical legacy of chattel slavery as it was practiced in the antebellum 

South, it is hoped that this information will paint a clearer picture of how Native and 

African Americans lived and evolved while living under conditions of such duress. In 

this paper I have spoken a great deal about slavery and the devastating and lasting 

affects it has had on all of us in this country. I feel it is fair to say that given the recent 

events in the Cherokee and Seminole nations of expelling the Freedmen members from 

Tribal rolls is very real and direct link to the legacy that slavery has left 11. 

The unique treaty relationship shared between Native American Tribes and the United 

States Government does present some legal barriers to confront and overcome when 

trying to establish a right to your Native ancestry.   

When considering some of the federal Acts, (Dawes, Removal, Termination); court 

cases, (Plessey vs. Ferguson) and laws involving persons of Native and African heritage, 

we truly are unique in that we do not have, from a legal and social standpoint, the right  

to determine our own identities. No other ethnicity in this country has to prove to the 

federal government or its own community that they are of the ethnic group they claim. 

According to Devon A. Mihesuah, the business of defining one’s “Indianness” in these 

contemporary times is often very complicated due to the complex history of this 

                                                 
11 Referring to recent Tribal court cases by the Seminole and Cherokee Tribes that remove and exclude 
persons of African ancestry from the Tribal rolls, even in those cases where the person has Native 
heritage. Yet there are no attempts at present to remove or exclude others persons that have mixed 
Native and a non Native heritage i.e. European, Japanese, Mexican, etc… from the Tribal rolls.   
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population (Champagne 1999: 13).  Based on the research that has been presented it 

seems that some entity has always dictated the relationships between Native and 

African American people, and I believe many of those same obstacles from our 

Colonial and Slave histories continue to shape and impede our ability as African Indians 

to build healthy relationships with and within Native tribes and communities today. In 

Mihesuah’s article, “American Indian Identities: Issues of Individual Choice and 

Development”, admits that not much research has taken place to understand the hows 

and whys of Native choosing to or not to indentify as Native. She states that ,without a 

doubt, the convoluted mess of notions on what it is to be Native makes the task of 

having a sort of standardized assumption and the ability to examine this phenomenon 

arduous and ambitious (Champagne 1999: 13). 

Is one’s Indianness based on looks, environment (enrollment), culture, or biology? 

Once one’s Indianness is determined, then what type of Indian are you: full-blood, 

traditional, mixed-blood, cross-blood, half-breed, progressive, enrolled, unenrolled, re-

Indianized, multiheritage, bicultural, post-Indian, and what is your Tribal association 

(Champagne 1999: 13)?  

One possible way Mihesuah suggested in finding a way to explain the process of self-

indentifying is incorporating William Cross’ “life stage” paradigm. While it was 

originally developed by Cross to explain the mental process of finding one’s Blackness, 

she felt it was possible to substitute Native or any other colonized group’s name to 

explain the act of disengaging from the colonized identity of self (Champagne 1999: 

13). Cross’ paradigm consist of four stages: pre-encounter, encounter, immersion-

emersion, and internalization.  



 61

In stage one, pre-encounter, the focus of a person’s identity will most likely be geared 

toward white culture than, say, Native or Black culture. In the case of someone of 

mixed Native and African heritage, they may also identify more with their Black or 

Indian sides depending on the environment they grew up in and how they 

phenotypically appear. Stage two, encounter, usually a person has major experience 

that can be either negative or positive that has a profound effect on them that causes 

them to reexamine their status in the world or their community. Usually during stage 

two an identity resolution occurs. This is the process of reviewing your identity options. 

Cross gives four possible resolutions: 1). Accept the identity society assigns, 2). Identify 

with two or more racial or cultural groups, 3). Identify as a new racial group, 4). Identify 

with a single racial and/or cultural group.  Stage three, immersion-emersion, this is 

perhaps the most explosive and unstable point in any of the four stages. The person 

could possibly experience moments of anxiety, depression, and frustration at trying to 

become-in the case of the mixed African Native-either Black or Indian “enough” or the 

right combination of the two to fit comfortably in one or both communities. This stage 

can also produce instances of aggression and hostility towards those they perceive as 

oppressors to their present identity choice. Stage four, internalization, at this juncture 

the person has become comfortable with how they identify. They are no longer forcing 

or pressing their way into any one group. They feel able to move about within one or 

multiple groups that they may claim. 

While Cross offers a nice model, it is noted that this is not a graduated model that once 

someone reaches the fourth stage they are cured of their identity issues. On the 
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contrary; the model allows fluidity where a person can float from stage to stage and 

back again or get to one stage and never leave (Champagne 1999: 16-29). 

Mihesuah does point out for Indians of all mixtures that it is often difficult to claim 

your Indian identity because of the many that grew up not knowing about their Native 

heritage or new about but it was presented in such a negative way that the Indians 

distance themselves from their family, kinship, and community ties. Some find out later 

in life that they have Native heritage but feel awkward and uncomfortable claiming an 

identity they have no cultural connection with. Some Natives that were adopted and 

prevented as children from know anything about their heritage and culture can as adults 

become angry and frustrated and not being accepted in a White, Red, or Black world. 

(Champagne 1999: 21-23).  

One of my interviewees who identifies as an African and America Choctaw was often 

told about his African ancestry. He grew up hearing about the tales of his paternal 

grandmother, Grandma Zeelly12 also known as Rosella Goodwine from his 

grandmother and her two sisters. He was told that she was from Morocco, captured as 

a slave sent to the Ivory Coast then landed in Virginia around 1804 when she was 4. He 

also recalled being told about the night his father was born and how his “…Grandma 

Zeelly and Grandpa Dan made up this rag doll a simulacrum of him and carried dad 

out the front door and carried him (the simulacrum) out the backdoor. This whole 

thing to cheat death to fool death…”    “That’s definitely an African thing, and I think 

that’s Zeelly’s influence ‘cause she was alive then or at least her influence was alive then 

because they basically said that you know with Marie she died at what Marie was a 
                                                 
12 Although he referred to her as Grandma she was more than likely his Great-Great-Great- 
Grandmother.  
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certain age.”  He felt at a young age that there was more to him than just his African 

persona. He found out that all eight of his great-grand parents were at least half 

Choctaw on both sides. From his interview he recalls the story below as it was told to 

him, “Aw’right, you know Zeelly is the African a’ right so somewhere they got some 

Indian in the next generation after that.” He learned that one of his great-grand fathers 

was a Black Indian a Choctaw named George Washington, his maternal great-grand 

father. This was told to him by his grandmother’s sister, Ollie Baker, who is out of 

Chicago. He was told that this great-grand father was a sheriff in Argial, Louisiana. As 

he told me during our interview, …”cause that like right outside of Louisiana, there is 

New Orleans, then there’s Houmas, then Argial and you know so the basic pattern 

even though New Orleans is the chocolate city too you have all the Houmas the Indian 

Tribe right.” So their policy at the time was basically shoot on sight for Indians.” 

“So I think basically I've put together, that since Indians and Africans had a long 

history dating back before Columbus even after contact and after slavery when we 

would run from slavery there's no place to run except into Indian country.  …When the 

Choctaw and others were being rounded up, being put on reservations.  The one that 

was dark enough to pass for Black lived with Black people as Black passing for Black.  

Apparently that's what my grandfather did and the others.  Cuz he was the sheriff cuz 

how do you have...you can't become a sheriff in a White town so it has to be a Black 

town.  And you're not necessarily going to arrest the Indians cuz they're relatives.”   

The excerpts from the interview above, like many of the others I conducted, threads a 

rich history that connects the bridge to our present and future as we continue to tell 

and pass these stories on to others. The use of oral history by collecting personal 
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narratives from a population of African Indian decedents is one way to hear how 

members of this population identify from economical, familial, political and societal 

perspectives, but it also allows me and others to share these lives and experiences 

beyond just our individual family. It also creates a connection to other families that 

have a shared past that is coming together in the present, creating a sort of extended 

family of our own.      

In a similar way, my father often spoke of his Indian mother largely due to his mother 

having died when he was still an infant.  So all he had of his mother were old photos 

and the stories told to him by his father, stepmother, older siblings, and other relatives 

and friends that knew her.   

In order to keep her alive, he shared these stories about her with his own children.  

Because of other family dynamics, my father had little or no contact with his mother’s 

immediate family once his father moved the family from Rock Hill, SC13.  However, my 

father did recall meeting his grandfather a few times.  He said his name was Tom Davis 

and he described his grandfather’s travel taking several days and covering many miles 

by foot just to visit.  

When my father talked of this particular grandfather, I understood it to be his maternal 

grandfather.  Other places and events my father talked about included a place called 

Heath Springs in Kershaw County, South Carolina that  was marked by a 40-foot 

meteorite that had dropped from the sky.  He talked about a settlement near this site 

that was mainly made up of Berthas, Gettys, Ollies, Westbrooks and a few other names 
                                                 
13 Rock Hill is located in north central South Carolina just off Interstate 77, about 15 miles below the 
North Carolina border and 25 miles south of downtown Charlotte. It is the largest city in York County 
and the fifth largest city in South Carolina. (online: http://www.sciway.net/city/rockhill.html) 
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that I cannot recall. He would tell of the old aunts that lived to be 121 and one that 

lived to be 110.  He boasted about the aunts that taught him to cook by making Ashe 

Bread and using suet (fat from beef or mutton) in stews and soups. 

My mother on the other hand, if she did talk about any mixed heritage, it was of her 

part White (Scottish) grandfather and father.  Her Indian heritage was rarely if ever 

mentioned.  She would tell how some of her aunts and uncles could pass for White and 

how the ones that did would distance themselves from those in the family that could 

not (or did not) want to pass for White. 

Personal Narrative As Documentation 

The process I used to capture the personal narratives of my participants for this study 

was based in part on the book Black Indian Slave Narratives by Patrick Minges.  

Minges was able to take the personal slave narratives that were originally recorded by 

the   Minges’ own work was heavily influenced by that of Theda Perdue and Daniel 

Littlefield, two leading scholars in the area of the Black Indian experience (Minges: pg. 

xi, 2004) . 

In addition to the obvious themes of family, my data analysis also revealed a very strong 

and indelible tie of a family to name, land, and location.  When I say land I mean it as a 

tangible place of being that connects a person to who they are and where they belong.  

Whether that place is California, Louisiana, Mississippi, or South Carolina, it is a 

connection that binds you to where you come from and who you belong to.  These 

connections of place and name are important because it ties and binds you to 

something that is real and tangible.  If, for instance, I say my maternal great-great 
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grandmother was a Greenwood from South Carolina, other people from that area 

would know that “Greenwood” is a fairly common Choctaw surname in that region.  

This small fact would then link me to the other connections of the Greenwood name, 

such as that some of them lived in the Clinton, South Carolina area, some of them left 

the area to sharecrop/tenant farm on other farms, so forth and so on.  It is for this 

reason that place and name is essential to this study.  Even though most of these places 

are overgrown with brush and thicket and no family members actively live in these 

places today, they are often spoken of as the old homesteads and visited by those that 

still remember how to locate these now obscured and hidden places.  There was, as I 

suspected in my original hypothesis, a concentrated area of mixed African and Native 

peoples in the south that spread from the Carolinas out to the west of Mississippi and 

Louisiana.   

What I also discovered in my data analysis was a migration pattern of Blacks and 

Indians, including those of mixed heritage, to the west to such territories at the time as 

Oregon, Washington, and California. While the reasons for these movements vary, 

some of the primary causes were wars, the quest for freedom from bondage, the search 

for land ownership,  and some were slaves to families that moved west and some were 

part of the forced westward movement sometimes referred to the “Trail of Tears”.   

Other areas like Idaho, Montana, and Texas also drew a population of Black Indians for 

similar reasons.  

Blacks and Indians out West 



 67

By the late 1830s some Blacks began to look westward as a possible location to 

escape the bondage of slavery.  Some went to the Texas and Oklahoma territories 

while others tried their luck in the still-remote Pacific Northwest territories of 

Oregon and Washington (Taylor 1982: 158).  Money and a better way of life were also 

factors in the migration of slaves and free Blacks to the Indian and Mexican 

Southwest and the Oregon and Washington territories.  They also understood that in 

the Pacific Northwest regions the attitudes regarding slavery were different from 

those held by the Americans and those held by the Spanish, British and French 

Canadians (Taylor 1982: 159).   

Sadly for these brave and industrious slaves and free Blacks, their hope for a new 

beginning was short lived as many Whites also went west seeking similar dreams.  

Although many of the early White inhabitants of the region were traders and settlers 

from the border states there were many from slave holding New England states and 

those in the south who brought with them their illiberal views and beliefs about 

slavery and Indians (Taylor 1982: 159).      

In 1841 a meeting convened to discuss setting up some type of governing body for 

the Oregon territory.  This governing body would adopt the name Provisional 

Government of Oregon (Duniway and Riggs).  The Oregon Territory was jointly 

occupied by the British and America.  The British and American immigrants 

coexisted fairly peacefully in the beginning but by 1839 hostilities between the two 

had developed (Johansen 183).  Petitions were sent to United States Congress asking 

for protection against the British and from attacks by “savages and ‘others’ that 

would do them harm…” (Johansen 184).   
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These pleas went largely unanswered by the United States Government. Some 

members of the community felt there was a growing need to establish some form of 

government in order to provide protection for themselves and their property.  

However, it was not until the death of a prominent member of the community that 

an emergency meeting was convened.  At this meeting, a committee was selected and 

a new set of laws were drafted that would later become known as the Organic Laws 

of Oregon. (Johansen 184).  In 1843 the Provisional Government approved the 

Organic Laws of Oregon.  These first sets of laws were based on the Northwest 

Ordinance of 1787 and the Iowa territory statues (Johannsen 1955: 20) and (Burnett 

1969: 171).  

Similarly to their eastern counterparts there quickly developed an attitude by the 

settlers out west that there was the potential for a Black and Indian uprising to pose a 

threat to their safety and well being (Allen 1884: 231). The affair of James Saules, 

Winslow Anderson (a mulatto) and Cockstock (an Indian) created such a furor in the 

community that an amendment to the 1843 section of the Organic law was added to 

bar Blacks and Mulattoes from the territory (Johannsen 1955: 20-21).  

Frontier Politics mentioned the incident this way.  “…This action resulted partly from 

a number of disturbances involving free Negroes, one of whom threatened to arouse 

the Indians against the white settlers (Johannsen 1955: 20-21).  Empire of the 

Columbia described the event as follows, 

 …It is interesting that the militia was not called up until March, 1844, after a 
 fracas in which a drunken Indian killed George LeBreton.  The company 
 drilled three times and was dispersed when the question was raised as to who 
 was going to pay them” (Johannsen 1955: 190-191). 
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In the book Ten Years in Oregon: Travels and Adventures of Doctor E. White and 

Lady, tells the event in greater detail with letters from James D. Saules and from Dr. 

White.  The letter from James D. Saules was dated February 16, 1844 was addressed 

to Dr. Elijah White, Sub-Agent of Indian Affairs for Oregon Territory.  The letter  

requested assistance with an Indian named “Cockstock” who had been harassing and 

threatening other members of the community.  The letter also noted that Cockstock 

had murdered other Indians and had behaved so outrageously that it had caused Mr. 

Winslow Anderson to move because he felt personally in danger of being harmed 

(Allen 1884: 229).   

The letter goes on to state that the writer of the letter also feels his life is in danger 

and is giving Dr. White until March 10th to remove Cockstock or he will have to take 

matters into his own hands to protect himself should Cockstock continuing making 

threats (Allen 1884: 230).  In Dr. White’s letter to the Secretary of War, although not 

dated, starts out by saying, 

 As I well know all the individuals concerned, I resolved to repair immediately 
 to the spot, and, if possible, secure the Indian without bloodshed, as he was 
 connected with some of the most formidable tribes in this part of the   
 territory, though a very dangerous and violent character (Allen 1884: 230). 
 
The letter goes on to explain Dr. White’s pursuit of the Indian with ten men and that 

“Cockstock had sworn vengeance against several of his party, and they thirsted for his 

blood.” (Allen 1884: 230).   Seeming to have no other discourse Dr. White offered a 

hundred dollar reward for anyone who could bring Cockstock in (Allen 1884: 231).  

Dr. White writes of the event as such, 

 …By this time, the excitement had become intense with all classes and both 
 sexes amongst the whites; and, as was to be expected, they ran in confusion 
 and disorder towards the point where the Indians were landing—some to take 
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 him alive and get the reward, others to shoot him at any risk to themselves, 
 the wealthiest men in town promising to stand by them to the amount of one 
 thousand dollars each. …In the midst of a hot firing on both side, Mr. 
 George W. LeBreton,… rushed unarmed upon Cockstock, after the discharge 
 of one or more of his pistols, and received a heavy discharge in the palm of is 
 right hand, lodging one ball in his elbow and another in his arm, two inches 
 above the elbow joint.  A scuffle ensued, in which he fell with the Indian, 
 crying out instantly, ‘he is killing me with his knife.’  At this moment, a 
 mulatto man ran up, named Winslow Anderson, and dispatched Cockstock, 
 by breaking in his skull with the barrel of his rifle, using it as a soldier would a 
 bayonet.” (Allen 1884: 231-232). 
 
Although each of the accounts of the same event is different, there are still enough 

similar pieces in each account of the event that confirms its occurrence.  The various 

reports also show that it involved an Indian and at least one man of African descent. 

Yet there are also many gaps that were not filled in, such as the charge from the 

Empire of the Columbia that Cockstock was a “drunken Indian” or the assertion 

from Frontier Politics that one Negro threatened to arouse the Indians against the 

Whites.  While there was mention in some of Dr. Whites other writings of alcohol 

distilleries and the arresting of some offenders, there was no connection made that 

Cockstock was one of the offenders (Allen 1884: 228).  In Dr. White’s writing of the 

“Cockstock” incident he did not talk of the alleged Indian uprising that was 

threatened by a Negro man.  However, James Saules did talk of taking matters into 

his own hands and he mentioned Winslow Anderson, whom Dr. White in his letter 

describes as being a mulatto. 

In more recent times, during the 1940s thru the 1960s, there was another wave of 

Indian and Black Indian move to the west, this time in search of work and as part of 

the government’s work training program during the 1954 Indian Termination Act. 

Similar work programs were also found in cities such as Chicago and Detroit.  Pockets 
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of Indians and Black Indians settled in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Watts, and 

surrounding areas. Many were placed in housing areas populated largely with African 

American and Hispanics/Latina/o. There was an assumption on the part of 

government and city officials that skin color and hue was enough of a similarity that 

everyone would mix in and get along just fine. Culturally, however, these varied groups 

of people did not gel easily at first. They had to overcome regional, social, spiritual, and 

other differences before finding common ground. In many cases, some found that they 

were related or shared a distant kinship with one another.  Many are familiar with the 

southern migration of Blacks from the south to the north because of recorded histories 

found in books, documentaries and movies. Likewise, most are probably familiar with 

the forced movement of Natives off their lands and onto reservations out west.   

Despite the hardship that was endured by many with each of these migratory periods 

the promise of freedom, jobs, money and a new way of life was a major enticement for 

leaving their home lands and in some cases family.  During my interviews, I found that 

many of these folks that left home would often make regular trips back home to visit 

family and participant in family powwows, funerals, spiritual ceremonies, and weddings. 

For those that could not get home local communities would conduct or host social 

powwows, traditional weddings and spiritual ceremonies.   

Through the data analysis a pattern developed between those persons that knew of 

their Native American heritage but were not culturally exposed to or did not lived their 

Native heritage, most tended to identify as Black or African American.  However, for 

some, as more knowledge of their family lineage became known, they began to 

culturally participate more with their Native side.  This could include finding out which 
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tribe they were from, visiting with their native family members, learning their native 

language, or participating in Native cultural events such as Powwows and naming 

ceremonies.       

In addition to the place and name connection there was also a similar connection of 

family binding surrounding food.  During the course of all my interviews there were 

continued references to food and food ways.  These references were related to the 

production of food, and since many of the participants I spoke with had farming and 

sharecropping in their backgrounds, it was not surprising the topic came up often.  

Many shared stories of their grandparents or great grandparents’ life as sharecroppers 

and farmers.  Participants in the interviews also shared stories of the types of food they 

ate, how they prepared their food, and the fellowship that happened during the eating 

of food.   

Family connection through blood ties was also talked about by the participants during 

the interviews.  How these connections came about followed a general theme of either 

marriage or consensual coupling, but there was some suggestion of rape by plantation 

or land owners against the women that lived and worked on the land.  These plantation 

and land owners could have been either White or Native or a mixed Native of 

European heritage. 

How does one come to terms with the notion that the European heritage held by 

many of us is the result of rape and/or coerced intercourse?  Despite these despicable 

acts that were perpetrated against them, for some it was still better to identify as 

White if one could rather than Native or Black.  I think of my family and the 
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European blood that cruises through my own veins and that of my mother, her 

farther and on down the line, and wonder how to accept that part of me.  It would be 

the easiest of things for me to deny that I have any trace of European heritage since 

phenotypically I do not look outwardly White, but internally I know who I am. 
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Chapter Five 

CONCLUSION: Where do we go from here? 

Objective of the Study 

 The objective of this study was twofold; one, to bring to the forefront that people of 

mixed African and Native heritage existed and were here in large numbers. It was 

important for me to bring our stories out from the shadows of rejection and shame 

where it has languished in the hearts and minds of so many for too long. There was 

need and a necessity to get people talking and remembering, as my uncle echoed” if 

you don’t use it you will forget.”  There is more to a person than just the color of 

their skin, the features of their face, and the texture of their hair. There is more to a 

person than the cultural group they associate with and the ethnic group they are 

assigned to by others based in part on what is only visible from the surface. They are 

getting only half of the story right. It is impossible to measure a person based on 

partial information; likewise it is impossible for an individual to fully embrace her or 

himself if they only have partial knowledge of who they are and where they have 

come from.  

The second objective for conducting this study is to open up a dialog about the 

health related problems for people of mixed heritages, particularly those of African 

and Native admixture. Sometimes I ask the question “Why do these things happen?” 

when I start to think about health issues and some of the implications with our own 

health within the African/Native communities. I take into account my own family; on 

my dad’s side, for instance, out of nine or so brothers and sisters that have died, one 

brother died of leukemia, one sister died of lung cancer, another brother died of 
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prostate cancer and my dad died of colon cancer. Of those still alive, my dad’s twin 

sister has had bouts with breast cancer twice. One brother and two sisters are cancer -

free, and there was another sister I never met whose cause of death is unknown. 

Likewise on my mother’s side, there are high rates of diabetes (often referred to as 

“The Sugars”14), cataracts, glaucoma, and hypertension. My mom was diagnosed with 

glaucoma while in her forties and keeps her hypertension under control with 

medication. My oldest brother is also on medication for hypertension, and my oldest 

sister and my mother’s youngest brother both have diabetes. My maternal 

grandmother suffered a massive stroke, as did my mother’s oldest brother.  

I wonder about the prevalence of such diseases within the African American and 

Native American communities and why there is such difficulty in eradicating them 

out of our population.  Is the cause and difficulty in treating these diseases 

environmental, genetic or a combination of the two? If proper treatment is based on 

genetic makeup it would be extremely cumbersome on the individual and the public 

health sector to adequately treat our group if we are ignorant of our ethnic makeup. It 

is virtually impossible and irresponsible for an administering health official to know 

or guess at the ethnic makeup of any individual that walks in to their office. 

                                                 
14 When growing up, members of my family and the surrounding community referred to persons 
that had diabetes or that were on insulin as having ‘the sugars.’ 
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Methods used in the study 

The methodologies of oral history and ethnohistory were used in this study as 

detailed in the methods section of this paper. The methods employed to collect the 

data used in this project included personal narratives, reminiscences, and oral 

traditions. The participants for this study included persons that identified as having 

progenitors with both African and Native lineage. All participants agreed to take part 

in an interview process that would be documented with digital video and/or digital 

voice recordings. Each participant was advised of their rights to participate by me 

with the IRB Approved Implied Consent form. All participants who agreed to and 

gave an interview for this study signed the implied consent form.  

A list of guide questions was included with the implied consent form packet so the 

participants were able to review the questions before the interviews were performed. I 

wanted the interviews to have a somewhat conversational feel, so I used a 

combination of semi-structured and open-ended questions. This method was used to 

get the participants talking and as a way to pull them back on point if they started to 

stray. In general, however, I let them talk freely as they shared their stories.      
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Theoretical Positions (ethnicity identity theory) 

The theoretical positions I used centered chiefly on ethnicity in general and multi-

ethnicity specifically and how this influences our idea of identity. I believe that 

regardless of whether or not an individual is aware of all her or his ethnic origins, it 

does not change their ancestral connections and kinship ties from a biological and 

genetic stand point. However, this lack of knowledge about one’s ethnic background 

has huge implications from a social standpoint. On the social level, not knowing your 

ethnic makeup has a great deal to do with how she or he will align themselves along 

group associations and their rights to claim individual membership within a group. 

How one identifies is also impacted by not fully knowing and being aware of your 

ethnic background because one’s group association highly influences the cultural, 

community and family ties of the individual.     

Because of the ultra-categorized society that we live, in the ability of the individual to 

freely associate and gain membership into all groups which she or he can claim is 

oftentimes curtailed and stymied by the superficial assumptions on what we as a 

society view makes up a person’s culture, ethnicity and race. Many of these views, 

especially in the case of African and Native Americans, have been developed and 

implemented by governmental and legislative rulings and laws.   Many of these 

distorted views were also shaped by the imaging of African and Natives Americans 

found in movies, novels, print ads, textbooks and T.V. commercials. The inherent 

problem that these intrusions have had on the African and Native communities is 

that it has created a system of self-internalized genocide whereby members within 

these groups have bought into the false ideal of what it is to be African and Native 
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American is measured against a yardstick that is based on flawed governmental and 

social standards.      
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Summary of results 

The results of this study did answer some of the fundamental questions I posed with 

regards to the impact that the legacy of the antebellum slave system had on the 

African and Native communities then and now. Many of the participants in this study 

still have close ties to both their African and Native backgrounds. While each 

participant expressed and involved themselves differently in each of these 

communities, it did not change the fact that they acknowledged their connections to 

each of these groups.  

Most of the participants talked openly about their comfort level in identifying and 

claiming membership to the African and/or Native group based on the views from a 

social and in some cases the legal ability to be a part of either group. Some felt that 

because of the social norm and ideal of society’s standards of what it means to be 

“Black” or “Indian” they felt more comfortable identifying in one or the other group 

if they looked decidedly more “African” or “Native”. These arbitrary ideals of how 

they looked could be based on anything from how fair or dark their skin tones were 

to the texture of their hair to being around others that appeared more “Black” 

looking than “Indian” or vice versa. 

 

Overall, the results of this study reinforce my belief that despite the many overbearing 

pressures on members that make up the multi-dimensional African Native 

population, the one thing that remained consistent was strong sense of family and 

kinship. Whether they considered themselves attached more to the “Black” or 
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“Indian” community and the cultural ties that went along with those connections, 

they felt secure about their family lineage and their connection to that past the future.     
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Conclusions Drawn 

Family and kinship is a living legacy of who we are as a people, and the oral traditions 

handed down are the seeds planted that ensure the continued growth and nurturing of 

that legacy.  It seems that we are in a constant race with time to keep intact all that we 

know of our family.  Today I received a call from my mother that we lost two more of 

our elders.  With each passing there is one more layer of knowledge that is removed 

from our family fabric.     

I had a fellow Native student remark to me once that the hardest thing for an Indian 

was laying claim to their heritage; to know from where they came to whom they call 

kin…  And I say it is not the shame of any Indian or African that has the difficult task 

of tracing and tracking their family lines to their origins.  When you take into 

consideration the complete and deliberate efforts by the European Imperialist and the 

American colonist to destroy and wipe out any existence of Native and African culture; 

the fact that any of us can still, to this day, find evidence of our linked past is a 

testament to the sheer will, determination, and importance that family and kinship has 

to both groups.  Yet we must also recognize that as an oppressed group, we still harbor 

and battle our own internalized racism that is a common by-product of being from a 

historically oppressed group(s). 

The issue of blood quantum and its continued use by tribal governments as criteria 

for tribal membership is the legacy of bondage that binds the oppressed to their 

oppressor.  The current social and legal matters of some Tribes regarding their family 

and kinship members of mixed African and Native heritage is a painful wound that 

will not heal as long as we as a people continue to abide by the rules and restrictions 
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put in place by a Westernized society.   To continue to rely on blood quantum level as 

an effective and valid method of determining family and kinship ties will eventually 

lead to the true extinction of a people at least on paper and in the eyes of the United 

States Government.  Yet even as many Tribes embrace the blood quantum method 

they know they are working to ensure their own demise, but they seem absolutely 

powerless to stop this form of internalized genocide. 

One of my interviewees remarked to me in an email correspondence regarding the 

forced removal of Black Indians from some Tribes, “It's maddening but predictable, 

given the force of colonization...once you accept without question a form of 

sovereignty designed to eliminate you as a people, it’s like contracting a disfiguring 

form of cancer or leprosy...its ugly, but you think "On me it looks good". It’s only at 

death that you think you made a mistake...Oh we're honoring our ancestors, we're 

expressing our sovereignty...” 

I feel as though a lot of Tribes hide behind their sovereign status as a small child 

hides behind the legs of their father or mother. Instead of using their sovereignty to 

do good, make changes, and bring people together; they use it to exclude, to taunt, 

take advantage of, and oppress. This is a classic case of the 'Oppressed' identifying 

with their 'Oppressor'. However, as my former interviewee remarked in our email 

conversation, there is hope in the bridge. He believes that the next step is for us, the 

mixed Natives of African descent, to devise the bridge. I like the idea of building a 

bridge for all to walk across. I feel that Tribes need to really look at what it means to 

have sovereignty and the responsibility entailed with that role. Their first step in 

healing is to acknowledge that much of what they are doing is directly related to a 
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mindset of greed, prejudice, and self hated that has been largely shaped by 

colonization and slavery, and the historical trauma that developed over the 

generations. As a result, none of these issues have ever really been dealt with or 

treated. 

The fact remains that regardless of how far down the line one is within their family 

lineage it is a line that can only be broken when there are truly no more people borne 

of that line.  The fact that I am here is testimony that Robert Duncan and Maggie 

Greenwood also were here and still are here as long as I and others keep them alive 

through oral history and the sharing of our personal narratives.  And their legacy and 

name will continue to stand with each new family member and kin that gets added to 

the chain.   This is something that cannot be voted away or legislated out of existence.  

No amount of blood quanta can ever change the blood ties that bind. It’s important 

that we as a people know who we are and not let others or laws define that for us. 
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Future plans…where do we really go from here 

Since I started this study, there have been two high profile court cases involving the 

expulsion and exclusion of Black Indian descendents from the Cherokee and 

Seminole Tribes. The Black Indians involved have been proactive in taking actions by 

contacting their local congressmen/women. The decision of the Seminole case was 

overturned through the legislative process. Currently, similar legislation has been 

introduced against the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma. 

 On June 21, 2007 Rep. Diane Watson [D-CA], submitted, H.R. 2824: To sever 

United States' government relations with the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma until 

such time as the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma restores full tribal citizenship to the 

Cherokee Freedmen disenfranchised in the March 3, 2007 Cherokee Nation vote and 

fulfills all its treaty obligations with the Government of the United States, and for 

other purposes (Legislation 2007-2008 (110th Congress)). 

I have also been in collaboration with two other local Black Indians to present or 

have a small gathering or symposium of some sort to bring out and together the local 

Black Indians in the area.  Our goal at this stage is just to let others know we are here 

and that we are not alone and to hear and share our lived experiences as Black 

Indians.  
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