


















































the Delaware, Minquas, and Nanticoke Indians. They brought 
manufactured articles from Europe which the Indians had never 
seen before. Wool cloth, glass beads, guns, steel knives, axes, 
blankets, scissors, bells, and kettles-to name just a few-pleased 
the Indians greatly. They admired and desired these things so 
much that they often gave acres and acres of land for objects worth 
only a few pennies. They also exchanged animal skins, baskets, 
bowls, corn and fish for the white man's goods. 

The Indians did not know about whiskey and rum before the 
coming of the white men. The white traders brought alcoholic 
drinks to the Indian towns to trade for furs and other things. 
When the Indians drank these beverages they lost control of them­
selves and did things for which they were later sorry. Drinking 
weakened the Indians both in mind and body, and they were easy 
to cheat when drunk. 

Wampum 
ALTHOUGH the Indians did not have money 

fl.as we know it, their shell beads were a form 
of wealth to them. The Algonkian word for this kind of bead 
"money" was wampum-peake. White men shortened it to wam­
pum or peake. (It was also called sewant.) A chief's wealth was 
judged by the amount of wampum he owned. 

Both the Delawares and Nanticoke made beads of two 
colors: white and purple. The purple was considered more valu­
able. One of the ways in which these beads were used was in 
making belts to record important events. The figures of a person, 
animal, tree, path and other things were worked into the belt with 
small beads, as a reminder of the meaning of the belt. These 
belts were not worn but kept in a safe place, as we keep public 
records. 

Single strings of beads were used by some Indians to buy 
things from others. The Nanticoke Indians were rich in beads 
because they lived near the waters that supplied the most suitable 
shells for bead-making. To make the beads, large shells were cut 
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in small pieces and each piece shaped and drilled with stone tools. 
It was a task requiring great skill, and also time and patience. 

Trails 

UNTIL the coming of the white men, who 
brought horses from Europe, Delawares and 

Nanticoke travelled either on foot or by canoe. The land route 
that they followed in going from place to place became an "Indian 
path" or trail. These narrow paths connected various Indian towns, 
and many of them became the routes of modern highways. 

At least five Indian trails started at New Castle, and went 
in different directions. One called the old Choptank Path crossed 
over to the Chesapeake and continued all the way down to the 
Nanticoke River. Several important trails went from Lewes to 
the same Nanticoke towns. There were also several Indian trails 
at Wilmington, at least one leading to the Delaware Indian towns 
along the Brandywine. 

Canoes 

THE Indians who lived in Delaware did not 
make birch-bark canoes. Their boats were from 

twelve to thirty-five feet long, and they were "dug out" of logs. 
To build a dugout canoe, the Indian worker first selected a 

tree of proper size and shape. He built a fire at the base, protect­
ing those parts he did not want burned by covering them with wet 
mud. The fire burned most of the outside part around the base 
and the Indian chopped away the charred wood with his stone 
axe. His axe was not sharp enough to fell a tree without the aid 
of fire. 

Finally the tree fell, and he removed the branches. Next he 
heated large stones in a fire. The stones, when placed on the log, 
slowly burned into the wood. Again and again he reheated the 
stones until they had burned deep into the center of the log. At 
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times the fire was built on the log, but it had to be carefully con­
trolled. The charred fragments were chopped away with the axe 
and the inside smoothed with stone gouges and stone celts. After 
the ends were shaped the log dugout was ready for launching. It 
was moved through the water with long poles or wooden paddles. 
It was not a graceful craft, but it was strong and durable, and large 
ones could hold more than a dozen persons. 

Games and Toys 

INDIAN boys and girls played games to amuse 
themselves just as other children do. Little 

girls played house with dolls made of corn husks, wood, or skins. 
They dressed the dolls in Indian clothing. The boys played with 
toy bows and arrows like the ones their fathers carried. They also 
played with balls and with wood tops, which they spun with their 
fingers. The boys wrestled and ran races. 

Nanticoke and Delaware children played with a toy which we 
call a whirligig: a wood button having two holes through which a 
string was threaded. When the string was twisted and pulled, the 
button would spin and hum. They also had a toy called a bull­
roarer. It was a flat piece of wood fastened to a string. When the 
string was whirled around, the wood made a loud, roaring noise. 
Another game was tossing peach or plum stones into a basket. The 
one who threw the most stones in the basket was the winner. 

During the winter a gutter was made in the snow and water 
poured into it. The water froze and became slippery. The players 
threw long sticks along the ice in the gutter. The one whose stick 
went farthest was the winner. 

Death and Burial 

INDIAN tribes did not all bury their dead the 
same way. Those living in the Mississippi and 

Ohio valleys buried their chiefs in large piles of earth called 
mounds. The Indians of Delaware did not build mounds, but they 
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followed other customs which may seem strange to us today. A 
usual way was to put the body in a shallow hole about two or three 
feet deep which had been dug with stone spades, shells, and 
wooden digging sticks. The dead person was buried in a flexed 
position, which means that his knees were forced up to his stomach 
and his arms crossed over his chest. No coffin or box was used. 
The body was placed in the hole and covered with earth. Some­
times a dead person was buried beneath the floor of the hut 
where he had lived. 

The Nanticoke had a custom of cutting apart the bones of 
their dead with stone knives. The flesh was taken from the bones 
and the bones carefully tied in bags made of animal skins. The 
bundle of bones was buried in a small hole in the ground. 

Another Nanticoke custom was to place the bones of a num­
ber of dead people in one large hole in the ground called an 
ossuary. 

When an important Nanticoke chief or great man died, his 
bones were scraped free of flesh by medicine men. The bones were 
tied together in animal skins and carefully preserved in a special 
hut called a Chiacason House. From time to time the bones were 
taken from the house and buried together in a large grave or os­
suary. A special religious ceremony was held for the re-burial. 
Archaeologists in 1897 found more than one hundred disjointed 
Indian skeletons in an ossuary near Cambridge, Maryland. Work­
men near Laurel a number of years ago accidentally dug into one 
of these graves containing many bones. Other ossuaries have been 
found near Rehoboth. The writer helped to excavate one contain­
ing the separated bones of eighteen persons. When a great chief 
died, his riches-furs, beads, pottery, weapons-were sometimes 
buried with him. The Indians believed the chief would need 
these things in another world. 

Friends and relatives mourned the death of an Indian just as 
we do when a loved one dies. But the Indians had customs of their 
own. An Indian widow blackened her face with soot and did not 
speak during her mourning period. The name of the dead man 
was seldom spoken after his death because it made his friends _and 
family sad. 
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What Happened 
to the Indians 

BEFORE the white men came to Delaware there 
were many Indians and they lived a contented 

life. Their needs were few and nature supplied all their wants. 
The woods gave them animals and the water gave them fish. The 
cultivated land provided corn, beans, and other food. 

The Indians were friendly to the white settlers, but not all 
the settlers returned this kindness. Some of them cheated the 
Indians out of their lands. The whites brought new diseases and 
the Indians of ten caught these diseases and died. Others learned 
to drink too much alcohol, which was not good for them. White 
hunters killed many animals in order to get furs to send back to 
Europe. Soon the wild animals became scarce and the Indians had 
no furs and very little meat. When they lost their lands they could 
not raise corn and other crops and this caused suffering. 

As more and more white families settled in Delaware the 
Indians had less land and less to eat. They could no longer live 
their own way of life, and they decided to move away where there 
were fewer white people. 

The last of the Delaware Indians still had a little town at 
the headwaters of the Brandywine in 1729, but the rest of their 
nation had moved out of the Delaware River Valley. Those on the 
Brandywine left shortly after 1729 and joined with other Delaware 
Indians from New Jersey and Pennsylvania. They moved into 
western Pennsylvania and Ohio. In later years, as white men 
settled in these lands, they moved again. Today some of the Dela­
ware Indians are still living in Oklahoma and in southern Ontario. 

The Nanticoke people left their homes in Delaware and 
Maryland, starting in 1742. First they settled on the Susquehanna 
River and later they moved into Canada. Today some of their 
descendants live on an Indian reservation at Brantford, Ontario. 

By 1750 most of the Indians had left Delaware, although a 
few remained behind, not willing to move to new homes. As time 
went on some of these Indians married with other peoples. Today 
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there are still people living in Delaware who are descended from 
the native Indians. Near Cheswold there is a group of people 
with Indian blood who call themselves "Moors." 

In Indian River Hundred, Sussex County, there is another 
group of people whose forefathers were native Indians. They still 
call themselves Nanticoke Indians and they have a tribal organiza­
tion called the Nanticoke Indian Association which they formed 
in 1922. These people have their own Indian school. The Indian 
language has been forgotten by these people. The last one to 
speak it was an old woman named Lydia Clark, who died in 1856. 
At Riverdale Park on Indian River there is a monument erected to 
her memory. 
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IT is not possible in a little booklet like this one to tell a complete story 
of the Indians of Delaware. If you want to learn more about the Dela­

wares and Nanticoke you should read some of the articles and books listed 
below. If you are interested in seeing some of the Indian relics that have 
been found in Delaware you should visit the State Museum at Dover, 
where there is a good display. There is another collection of these relics 
at the University of Delaware, and you can make arrangements to see them 
if you are interested. There is also an organization called the Archaeo­
logical Society of Delaware, whose members have been conducting Indian 
studies. This group holds regular meetings, which you may attend, and 
where you may hear more about Indian life. 
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SELECT READING LIST 

Especially for youthful readers, but also recommended for adults who are seeking a 
simple but accurate account of Indian life in the Delaware valley: 

M. R. Harrington, Dickon Among the Lenape Indians, Philadelphia, 1938 

Brief historical accounts of the Indians who occupied the Delmarva Peninsula, and 
a good starting point for further reading: 

Chapter 2, "The Indians of Delaware," and Chapter 31, "Moors and Nanti­
cokes," in Delaware-A History of the First State, ed. H. Clay Reed, New 
York, 1947 

Chapter 3, '"Indians of the Eastern Shore of Maryland and Virginia," in The 
Eastern Shore of Maryland and Virginia, ed. Charles B. Clark, New York, 
1950 

A popular account of archaeological remains found in Delaware: 

C. A. Weslager, Delaware's Buried Past, Philadelphia, 1944 

Popular accounts of the Indians who lived in Delaware, and of their descendants : 

C. A. Weslager, Delaware's Forgotten Folk, Philadelphia, 1943 

C. A. Weslager, The Nanticoke Indians, Harrisburg, 1948 

Advanced reading dealing with Indian ethnology and archaeology pertaining to the 
Delaware and Nanticoke Indians : 

Frank G. Speck, A Study of the Delaware Big House Ceremony, Harrisburg, 
1931 

Frank G. Speck, Oklahoma Delaware Ceremonies, Feasts, and Dances, Phila-
delphia, 1937 

Frank G. Speck, The Nanticoke Community of Delaware, New York, 1915 

Frank G. Speck, The Nanticoke and Conoy Indians, Wilmington, 1927 

A. R. Dunlap and C. A. Weslager, Indian Place-Names in Delaware, Wilming­
ton, 1950 

D. G. Brinton, The Lenape and Their Legends, Philadelphia, 1885 

The various Bulletins published by the Archaeological Society of Delaware 
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