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Chapter 1
Peoples of the
Southeast

The Mound Builders Imagine that
you are taking a journey through
North America hundreds of years
ago. Europeans have not yet arrived
on the continent. You start your
journey in the Southeast, in the
woods of the Mississippi Valley. For

g

The Framing
Question

What were the key
characteristics of
the nations of the
Southeast?

thousands of years, people we now call Mound Builders
lived in the Midwest and Southeast regions of what

Is today the United States. They were part of what is
known as the Mississippian culture. They were farmers
who built settlements and traded with people in other
areas near and far. Their network of roads and trade
routes spanned the entire Mississippi Valley, stretching
east and also as far west as the Pacific Ocean. The
Mound Builders’ society broke apart with the arrival of
Europeans. Over time, many new nations formed from
the old one, each sharing many cultural beliefs and

practices with the others.
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The Mound Builders get their name from the large mounds they
built of soil. Very early mounds were often small and round on top.
Over thousands of years, the mounds became larger, with flat
tops. The largest mound still standing today, Monk’s Mound, is one
hundred feet (30.5 m) tall. This was one of more than a hundred
other mounds at the Cahokia archaeological site. Although many
mounds were round, others were built in various shapes, such as
large birds or snakes.

The mounds were used for many
purposes, including religious rituals and
) ritual, n. an act or
burial of the dead. However, we may never $ series of actions done

know the full story of how the mounds in the same way in

.. . a certain situation,
were used. This information was lost when ¢ such as a religious
the Mound Builder society broke up after CE T

the arrival of Europeans.

During the height of their society, the Mound Builders of the
Mississippian culture were farmers. They settled in one place and
grew corn, squash, and beans. They also traded with other nations
and built cities, roads, and marketplaces.

Cahokia pot

Monk’s Mound at Cahokia Cahokia ax-head
4









Culture and Politics

&OWQMOMOWWWM

Most of the peoples of the Southeast § ,‘!95?‘,!?,‘!,',?!’,){ ........... §
shared similar cultural and political § clan, n. a group of g
structures. Each nation was divided into ¢ families claiming a g

common ancestor §

family groups known as clans. These Clans  %occccosscoossccssssoossscosscd
might be named for animals, such as the Bear Clan of the Seminole
Nation, or for descriptions of people, such as the Long Hair Clan of
the Cherokee. The people of a clan felt a strong connection to the
animal or trait that their clan was named for.

Children belonged to the same clan as their mothers. While the
father was an important figure, he was not responsible for raising
his children. That responsibility lay with the mother’s brothers and
other male relatives.

The towns of the Southeast nations were divided into
communities that were given a color—either white or red. The
clans living in communities labeled white were in charge of

peace. There, laws for the members of the nation were made,

and peacetime ceremonies were conducted. The clans living in
red communities were in charge of war. This was where military
attacks were planned and treaties with other nations were written.
However, both military members and civil — geeoccoscossccosccssccssce

leaders were part of each community. % e %
People in white clans often fought in wars, ¢ civil, adj. related to :
% the government, not §

$

and people in red clans often made peace religious or military

. organizations
agreements with other groups. OO

Towns were built around a central council house where political
activities, ceremonies, and celebrations were held. Towns were led



by a council of chiefs, including a white chief for peace activities
and a red chief for war activities. Yet the chiefs were not in total
control. The people of a town also took part in government
meetings and helped make decisions.

Families lived in rectangular houses. Most had two different
houses, including a cool house without walls for the warm
summer months. The walls of a winter house often had a roof of
bark shingles or thatch. Each family might have a small garden
near their house where they grew vegetables. However, most food
was grown in large fields outside of town, which the entire town
worked together to plant and harvest.
Corn was a major crop. Before the arrival of

Europeans, the only domesticated animal thatch, n. plant
materials, such as
straw, laid over each

was the dog. Hunters hunted deer and
other animals for both meat and skins. other
After Europeans introduced cattle, hogs, harvest, v. to gather

and other livestock, these other animals crops at the end of
the growing season

were added to daily life and people’s diets.

Some Southeast nations,
such as the Cherokee,
played sports. The Cherokee
have long played a game
called stickball. In this
game, teams compete to

get a ball through a goal

using sticks rather than their  Thisstructure is areplica of the kind of house
that some Cherokee people lived in. It has

hands or feet. plaster walls and a thatched roof.



Games were often played simply for fun, but they also helped
prepare children for adult life. Additionally, games could be used
to settle disagreements between villages without resorting to
fighting. Rules were decided before the game began, and both
sides agreed to accept the outcome.

Religious and Spiritual Beliefs

There are some questions about the specific religious beliefs of
the peoples of the Creek Confederacy and other Southeast
cultures. This is because most of what we

know about these peoples comes from the g Vocabulary g

writings of Europeans. However, it is likely ¢ supernatural, adj. %
. , b dth Id

that they believed in the presence of % a%cigws o?_ l:\;c:lzre g

supernatural beings and spirits on Earth, : that can be seenor

. observed §

in the sky, and below the ground. 00000000

Beliefs varied among the peoples of the Southeast. One Creek
belief was that a universal spirit or power exists in all things, in
different ways. Individuals inherited this spirit from their mothers,
and it was stronger in tribal leaders. The universal spirit was
separate from an individual’s soul, which Creek peoples believed
could exist after death without a body. This soul could be captured
and used by others.

Many ceremonies were held throughout the year and played an
important role in the beliefs of the peoples of the Southeast.
Ceremonies were generally tied to agricultural activities. There
were ceremonies for planting, for harvesting, and for beginning a
new year. Ceremonial dances had specific steps that were passed



down to each generation. Today, Creek peoples perform the same
dances their ancestors did in the 1600s.

An important ceremony shared by most OOPEE0eEE00een00eeroeetooe
§ Vocabulary E

Southeastern peoples WaS the Green Corn ....................................
busk, n. a ceremonial %

Ceremony. This was a midsummer busk, or %ofasting i
a time of fasting. It ended in a large feast. m—
The midsummer busk was held when the corn crop ripened. The
ceremony lasted for days and included many rituals. An important
part of these rituals was the forgiveness of crimes and other

wrongdoings. Every crime except for murder was forgiven.

Art, Clothing, and Trade

The nations of the Southeast made items that were both
useful and beautiful. For example, many peoples of the
Creek Confederacy crafted
metal jewelry and stone
tools. Southeast peoples also
wove cloth for blankets and
plant materials for baskets.
The tradition of basket
weaving by the Cherokee
and Choctaw peoples,
passed down through

generations, continues to
Today, Seminole people continue a tradition of

this day. doll making.

Clothing was made mostly from animal skins. Men wore loincloths,
which were pieces of skin or fabric that hung from cords tied
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around the waist. In colder months, they might have worn
leggings and shirts as well. Women wore long skirts. Clothing was
often decorated with beads and feathers.

The nations of the Southeast traded widely with each other, as
well as with nations in other regions. Before Europeans came

to North America, trade networks already stretched across the
entire continent, reaching the nations along the Pacific coast.
When Europeans arrived, Southeast peoples traded with them for
manufactured goods, such as metals and fabrics.

Language

The peoples of the Southeast spoke several languages. Some of these
languages were similar enough that people from one group could
speak with those in another. Many people in the region were skilled at
learning the different languages, which made communication easier.

= |

Sequoyah created the Cherokee syllabary, a set of written characters
representing syllables.
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The spoken language of the Cherokee also became a written
language thanks to a man named Sequoyah. He was born in the
1770s in Tennessee. Sequoyah became interested in books and
letters, which he had seen written in English. He invented a set
of symbols for the Cherokee language. Its written form allows
teachers to more easily pass the language on to children.

Cherokee Alpbabet |
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Today, two thousand people speak Cherokee as their first language.
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PRIMARY SOURCE: CHEROKEE HANDCRAFTS
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Chapter 2
Peoples of the Plains

The Great Plains Now imagine ( . )
. The Framing
that your journey around North Question
Amerlca ContlnueS West tO the Great ....................................
) What were the key
Plains—uvast stretches of grassland characteristics of the
in the middle of what is now the nations of the Plains?

J

United States. The Great Plains might
make you think of cowboys on horseback, but there
were no horses in North America hundreds of years ago.
Ancestors of horses once existed on the continent, but
they died off at the end of the Ice Age, many thousands
of years ago. Modern horses were introduced to the
Americas by the Spanish. They were likely not common
among Native peoples of the Great Plains until

the 1750s.

Long before Europeans arrived, many peoples of the Plains lived in
towns built along a river. There, they could more easily travel and

get food and water. The people in these towns grew crops such as
corn, beans, and squash. They cleared the land, tilled the soil, planted
seeds, watered plants, and harvested and preserved the crops.
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