
  
 

 

National American Indian and Alaska 

Native Heritage Month 

 

Background Information, Lesson Plans, 

and Internet Resources for 

Middle and Senior High School Classrooms 
 

 

 

Miami-Dade County Public Schools 
Department of Social Sciences 

November 2014 (Revised) 



  
 

 

THE SCHOOL BOARD OF MIAMI-DADE COUNTY, FLORIDA 
 

Ms. Perla Tabares Hantman, Chair 
 

Dr. Lawrence S. Feldman, Vice-Chair 
 

Dr. Dorothy Bendross-Mindingall 
 

Ms. Susie V. Castillo 
 

Mr. Carlos L. Curbelo 
 

Dr. Wilbert ñTeeò Holloway 
 

Dr. Martin Karp 
 

Dr. Marta Pérez 
 

Ms. Raquel A. Regalado 
 

 
Julian Lafaurie 
Student Advisor 

 

 

  
 

Mr. Alberto M. Carvalho 
Superintendent of Schools 

 
Mrs. Maria L. Izquierdo, Chief Academic Officer 

Office of Academics and Transformation 
 

Dr. Maria P. de Armas, Assistant Superintendent 
Curriculum and Instruction, K-12 Core Curriculum 

 
Mr. Robert C. Brazofsky, Executive Director 

Department of Social Sciences 

 

 

 



  
 

 

Introduction to National American Indian and Alaska 
Native Heritage Month  

 

What started at the turn of the century as an effort to gain a day of recognition for the 

significant contributions the first Americans made to the establishment and growth of the 

United States has resulted in a whole month being designated for that purpose. 

Early Proponents 

One of the very early proponents of an American Indian Day was Dr. Arthur C. Parker, a 

Seneca Indian, who was the director of the Museum of Arts and Sciences in Rochester, 

New York.  He persuaded the Boy Scouts of America to set aside a day for the ñFirst 

Americansò and for three years they adopted such a day.  In 1915, the annual Congress 

of the American Indian Association meeting in Lawrence, Kansas, formally approved a 

plan concerning American Indian Day.  It directed its president, Reverend Sherman 

Coolidge, an Arapaho, to call upon the country to observe such a day.  Coolidge issued 

a proclamation on September 28, 1915, which declared the second Saturday of each 

May as an American Indian Day and contained the first formal appeal for recognition of 

American Indians as citizens. 

The year before this proclamation was issued, Red Fox James, a Blackfoot Indian, rode 

horseback from state to state seeking approval for a day to honor American Indians.  

On December 14, 1915, he presented the endorsements of 24 state governments at the 

White House.  There is no record, however, of such a national day being proclaimed. 

State Celebrations 

The first American Indian Day in a state was declared on the second Saturday in May, 

1916, by the Governor of New York.  Several states celebrated the fourth Friday in 

September.  In Illinois, for example, legislators enacted such a day in 1919.  Presently, 

several states have designated Columbus Day as American Indian Day, but it continues 

to be a day we observe without any recognition as a national legal holiday.   

Heritage Months 

In 1990, President George H. W. Bush approved a joint resolution designating 

November, 1990, ñNational American Indian Heritage Month.ò  Similar proclamations 

have been issued each year since 1994.   

The proclamation issued in 2013 by President Barack Obama states: 

ñFrom Alaskan mountain peaks to the Argentinian pampas to the rocky shores of 

Newfoundland, American Indians were the first to carve out cities, domesticate 



  
 

 

crops, and establish great civilizations. When the Framers gathered to write the 

United States Constitution, they drew inspiration from the Iroquois Confederacy, 

and in the centuries since, American Indians and Alaska Natives from hundreds 

of tribes have shaped our national life. During American Indian Heritage Month, 

we honor their vibrant cultures and strengthen the government-to-government 

relationship between the United States and each tribal nation. 

As we observe this month, we must not ignore the painful history American 

Indians have endured -- a history of violence, marginalization, broken promises, 

and upended justice. There was a time when native languages and religions 

were banned as part of a forced assimilation policy that attacked the political, 

social, and cultural identities of American Indians in the United States. Through 

generations of struggle, American Indians and Alaska Natives held fast to their 

traditions, and eventually the United States Government repudiated its 

destructive policies and began to turn the page on a troubled past. 

My Administration remains committed to self-determination, the right of tribal 

governments to build and strengthen their own communities. Each year I host the 

White House Tribal Nations Conference, and our work together has translated 

into action. We have resolved longstanding legal disputes, prioritized placing land 

into trust on behalf of tribes, stepped up support for Tribal Colleges and 

Universities, made tribal health care more accessible, and streamlined leasing 

regulations to put more power in tribal hands. Earlier this year, an amendment to 

the Stafford Act gave tribes the option to directly request Federal emergency 

assistance when natural disasters strike their homelands. In March, I signed the 

Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act, which recognizes tribal courts' 

power to convict and sentence certain perpetrators of domestic violence, 

regardless of whether they are Indian or non-Indian. And this June, I moved to 

strengthen our nation-to-nation relationships by establishing the White House 

Tribal Council on American Indian Affairs. The Council is responsible for 

promoting and sustaining prosperous and resilient American Indian communities. 

As we observe American Indian Heritage Month, we must build on this work. Let 

us shape a future worthy of a bright new generation, and together, let us ensure 

this country's promise is fully realized for every American Indian. 

NOW, THEREFORE, I, BARACK OBAMA, President of the United States of 

America, by virtue of the authority vested in me by the Constitution and the laws 

of the United States, do hereby proclaim November 2013 as National American 

Indian Heritage Month. I call upon all Americans to commemorate this month with 

appropriate programs and activities, and to celebrate November 29, 2013, as 

American Indian Heritage Day.ò 



  
 

 

An Instructional Note to Teachers about National American Indian  
and Alaska Native Heritage Month 

 

National American Indian and Alaska Native Heritage Month is celebrated each 

November to recognize Native cultures and to educate students about the heritage, 

history, culture, and traditions of the American Indian and Alaska Native people. 

To assist schools, staff in the Department of Social Sciences has developed this 

instructional resource guide which includes background information for both teachers 

and students, suggested classroom activities, and suggested Internet resources on the 

history, culture, and traditions of the American Indian and Alaska Native people.  The 

resources in this guide include: 

 

¶ BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

This section includes detailed background and reference information for teachers 

and/or students on American Indians and Alaska Native people. 

 

¶ LESSON PLANS  

 

This section includes detailed lesson plans with all support materials needed to 

teach the lessons provided. 

 

¶ SUGGESTED INTERNET RESOURCES  

 

Additional teacher and student background information, lesson plans, and 

classroom activities may be found on the web sites listed in this section of the 

guide.  

 

Content related to American Indians and Alaska Native people are an integral part of 

social studies instruction, most notably in U.S. history courses. Teachers are highly 

encouraged to utilize the resources and lessons found in this resource packet to 

reinforce this content whenever appropriate.  Teachers are further encouraged to 

select and adapt the resources and lessons found in this guide to best fit the needs of 

their students. 

 

 

 

 



  
 

 

Background Information 

¶ American Indian History (World Book Advanced) 

¶ American Indians Migrate to the Americas  

¶ American Indians by the Numbers ï U.S. Census Bureau 

¶ Facts About American Indians Today 

¶ Civil Rights and American Indians 

¶ American Indian Removal ï 1814-1858 

¶ Reservations 

¶ American Indian vs. Native American  

¶ Are You Teaching the True Thanksgiving Story? 

¶ Historic Florida Indians 

¶ American Indian Culture Areas, Map, and Representative 

Photos and Images 

¶ Ideas for Teaching About American Indians 

 

 



  
 

 

 American Indian History 

 
The excerpt below on American Indian history is from the on-line edition of the World 
Book Encyclopedia (2014) available for students and teachers through the Miami-Dade 
County Public Schoolsô Department of Library Media Services.  To access the full 
article: 
 

1. Visit Library Media Services at http://library.dadeschools.net/  
(Password needed.  Check with the Media Specialist.) 

2. Click the On-line Data Bases and select World Book (Advanced) Online Reference 

Center 
3. Search for ñAmerican Indian.ò 
4. Click on the article entitled ñIndian, American.ò 

 
The full article is an overview of the many facets of American Indian history and culture.  
Only the excerpt on early history is included below. 
 
American Indian History 

 

The people now known as American Indians or Native Americans were the first people 

to live in the Americas. They had been living there for thousands of years before any 

Europeans arrived. 

 

The Vikings are believed to have explored the east coast of North America about 1000 

and to have had some contact with American Indians. But lasting contact between 

Indians and Europeans began with Christopher Columbus's voyages to the Americas. In 

1492, Columbus sailed across the Atlantic Ocean from Spain. He was seeking a short 

sea route to the Indies, which then included India, China, the East Indies, and Japan. 

Europeans did not then know that North and South America existed. When Columbus 

landed on an island in the Caribbean Sea, he did not realize he had come to a New 

World. He thought he had reached the Indies, and so he called the people he 

met Indians. 

 

American Indian cultural areas 

Almost every American Indian group had its own name. Many of these names reflected 

the pride of each group in itself and its way of life. For example, the Delaware Indians of 

eastern North America called themselves Lenape, which means genuine people.  

 

No people lived in the Americas before the American Indians arrived. Most scientists 

think the first American Indians came to the Americas from Asia at least 15,000 years 

ago. Other scientists believe the American Indians may have arrived as early as 35,000 

years ago. At the time the Indians came, huge ice sheets covered much of the northern 

http://library.dadeschools.net/
http://www.worldbookonline.com/advanced/article?id=ar274500&st=american+indian


  
 

 

half of earth. As a result, much of earth that is now underwater was dry land. One such 

area that was dry then, but is submerged now, is the Bering Strait, which today 

separates Asia and North America. The American Indians, following the animals that 

they hunted, wandered across this land, a distance of about 50 miles (80 kilometers). 

By 12,500 years ago, American Indians had spread throughout the New World and 

were living from the Arctic in the north all the way to southern South America. 

 

The American Indians spoke hundreds of different languages and had many different 

ways of life. Some groups lived in great cities and others in small villages. Still others 

kept moving all year long, hunting animals and gathering wild plants. 

 

The Aztec and the Maya of Central America built large cities. Some of the Aztec cities 

had as many as 100,000 people. The Maya built special buildings in which they studied 

the moon, the stars, and the sun. They also developed a calendar and a system of 

writing. 

 

Many of the American Indians of eastern North America lived in villages. They hunted 

and farmed, growing such crops as maize (corn), beans, and squash. At the southern 

tip of South America, the American Indians lived in small bands that moved from place 

to place in search of food. They ate mainly fish and berries. These American Indians 

spent so much time searching for food that they seldom built permanent shelters, made 

clothes, or developed tools. 

 

American Indians or Native Americans? 

 

The history of the New World includes the story of relations between the American 

Indians and the European explorers, trappers, and settlers. Most of the American 

Indians were friendly at first and taught the newcomers many things. The European 

explorers followed American Indian trails to sources of water and deposits of copper, 

gold, silver, turquoise, and other minerals. The American Indians taught them to make 

snowshoes and toboggans and to travel by canoe. Food was another of the American 

Indians' important gifts. The American Indians grew many foods that the newcomers 

had never heard of, such as avocados, corn, peanuts, peppers, pineapples, potatoes, 

squash, and tomatoes. They also introduced the whites to tobacco. 

 

The American Indians, in turn, learned much from the whites. The Europeans brought 

many goods that were new to the American Indians. These goods included metal tools, 

guns, and liquor. The Europeans also brought cattle and horses, which were unknown 

to the American Indians. 

 

http://www.worldbookonline.com/advanced/article?id=ar274500&st=american+indian


  
 

 

The Europeans and the American Indians had widely different ways of life. Some 

Europeans tried to understand the American Indians' ways and treated them fairly. But 

others cheated the American Indians and took their land. When the American Indians 

fought back, thousands of them were killed in battle. At first, they had only bows and 

arrows and spears, but the Europeans had guns. Even more Indians died from measles, 

smallpox, and other new diseases introduced by the whites. 

 

As the Europeans moved westward across North America, they became a greater and 

greater threat to the American Indian way of life. Finally, most of the remaining 

American Indians were moved onto reservations. Today, most American Indians in 

North America still do not completely follow the ways of white people. In some areas of 

Central and South America, several tribes have kept their language and way of life. But 

most of the tribes have become part of a new way of life that is both American Indian 

and European. 

  

Some Indian groups 

 

Anthropologists, who study human culture, classify the hundreds of North and South 

American Indian tribes into groups of tribes with strong similarities. These groups are 

called cultural areas. The cultural areas of Canada and the United States are (1) the 

Arctic; (2) the Subarctic; (3) the Northeast, often called the Eastern Woodlands; (4) the 

Southeast; (5) the Plains; (6) the Northwest Coast; (7) California; (8) the Great Basin; 

(9) the Plateau; and (10) the Southwest. Those of Latin America are (1) Middle America, 

(2) the Caribbean, (3) the Andes, (4) the Tropical Forest, and (5) the South American 

Marginal Regions. 

 

 
Source:  Adapted from the on-line edition of the World Book Encyclopedia (2014). 

http://www.worldbookonline.com/advanced/article?id=ar274500&st=american+indian


  
 

 

American Indians Migrate to the Americas 

 

No people lived in the Americas before the American Indians arrived. Most scientists 

believe the first American Indians came to the Americas from Asia at least 15,000 years 

ago. Other scientists believe the American Indians may have arrived as early as 35,000 

years ago.  

 

Most scientists for the past 50 years have theorized that the American Indians migrated 

in one wave to the Americas from Asia during the last Ice Age. The American Indians, 

following the animals that they hunted, wandered across this land bridge of ice now 

known as the Bering Strait, a distance of about 50 miles (80 kilometers).  

 

Recent studies now indicate that the American Indians migrated to the Americas in 

three waves, not one.  The following new information on the American Indian migration 

is from the Boston Globe and is based on a Harvard-led research study. 

 

 

Native Americans Migrated to the New World in Three Waves,  

Harvard-led DNA Analysis Shows  

By Carolyn Y. Johnson, Boston Globe, July 2012 

 

An exhaustive study of DNA taken from dozens of Native American groups that span 

from Canada to the tip of South America is helping to settle a question that has long 

divided scientists: When people arrived in the Americas more than 15,000 years ago, 

the Harvard-led research shows, they came in successive waves, not all at once. 

The analysis published Wednesday reveals that while one population of ñFirst 

Americansò crossed a land bridge from Siberia during the last Ice Age, giving rise to 

most Native Americans, there were at least two subsequent migrations. These people 

mixed with the founding group later, leaving traces of their genes in the DNA of present-

day populations in Alaska, Greenland, and Canada. 

 

The new findings in the journal Nature highlight the growing importance of cutting-edge 

technologies that are allowing geneticists to probe the distant past, alongside 

archeologists, linguists, and paleoanthropologists who have relied on studies of such 

things as arrowheads and tools, language, skulls, and teeth. 

 

ñGeneticists, weôre sort of amateursðweôre not steeped in the deep understanding of 

history the linguists and archeologists have, but we do have access to informationò they 

donôt, said David Reich, a genetics professor at Harvard Medical School who led the 

study, along with a scientist at the University College London. Reich also played a  

http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/vaop/ncurrent/full/nature11258.html


  
 

 

Native Americans Migrated to the New World in Three Waves,  

Harvard-led DNA Analysis Shows (continued) 

 

leading role in the surprising discovery in 2010, based on a comparison of DNA from 

fossilized remains with present-day human genomes, that Neanderthals interbred with 

humans. 

 

ñItôs a different type of evidenceðnot as good at (establishing) dates, but much better 

about how people relate to each other,ò he said. ñYou canôt tell from remains that are left 

behind who gave rise to who.ò 

 

Scientists not involved in the study said the findings, which involved the analysis of 

samples taken from nearly 750 present-day Native Americans and Siberians, deepens 

and enriches the story of migration into the Americas. Previous genetic analyses had 

indicated Native Americans descended from a single source population. 

 

ñThe bottom line is there has been this debate: single versus multiple origins or 

migrations, and this comes down particularly on one side of that,ò said Dennis 

OôRourke, a professor of anthropology at the University of Utah who was not involved in 

the study. He said the finding was solid and the interpretation convincing, but that what  

is most fascinating is the way in which the new data is casting light on precisely how 

new streams of migrants mixed with existing ones. 

 

ñI doubt itôs the final word,ò OôRourke said. ñFor me it suggests that as the data become 

richer and we have a better handle on patterns of diversity, we are seeing our 

reconstructions of past populations become more complex as well.ò 

To do the work, scientists examined more than 360,000 spots in the genomes of each 

person where the DNA commonly varies. They used the frequency of genetic variations 

to construct a kind of family tree showing when groups split off from one another, and 

when populations might have mixed together. 

 

The researchers found that at least two other Asian populations came to the Americas 

after the initial migration, though they were unable to date their arrival. Nor is it clear 

whether these groups would have come across the land bridge or made the voyage 

aided by boats later, after sea levels rose, according to Andres Ruiz-Linares, a 

professor of human genetics at University College London who coordinated the 

research. One wave of new migrants was detected in populations that speak Eskimo-

Aleut languages found in Alaska, Canada, and Greeland, who still get more than half of 

their DNA from the First Americans. Another was detected in a Canadian Chipewyan 

group, who are 90 percent made up of First Americansô DNA. 

http://www.boston.com/news/science/articles/2010/05/07/theres_a_little_neanderthal_in_us/
http://www.boston.com/news/science/articles/2010/05/07/theres_a_little_neanderthal_in_us/


  
 

 

Native Americans Migrated to the New World in Three Waves,  

Harvard-led DNA Analysis Shows (continued) 

 

The genetic analysis was made more difficult by the fact that since 1492, Native 

Americans have mixed with European and African populations, so the researchers had 

to carefully sift out genetic variations that would have appeared due to this later mixing. 

Ripan Malhi, an anthropologist at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, wrote 

in an e-mail that the new data add nuance to a consensus view that had emerged that 

there was a single source population that gave rise to Native Americans. The teamôs 

explanation that there were multiple waves of migration that interbred with the earlier 

groups in parts of North America helps explain the overall similarity of DNA among all 

Native Americans as well as some unaccounted for differences in groups from North 

America, he wrote. 

 

One drawback of the study was the lack of Native American populations from the 

continental United States. Ruiz-Linares, a Columbian who led the work with Reich, said 

that is because of the difficulty of obtaining such data, which requires obtaining proper 

consent and forming relationships within different countries and among specific tribes.  

 

The international team of 64 researchers who collaborated on the project are part of a 

network he painstakingly built over the last two decades. 

 

ñThe question has always been the sameðbasically trying to reconstruct history from 

genetic data,ò Ruiz-Linares said. ñWhat has really changed dramatically is the 

technology, both the technology in the lab and our ability to collect a large amount of 

data.ò 

 

After the human genome project, for example, researchers have had access to 

technologies that can rapidly and cheaply measure large amounts of DNA, allowing 

unprecedented amounts of data to be collected, and enabling new analysis methods. 

The data also show, in contrast to what scientists have seen on other continents, that 

there is a clear record of the way people geographically dispersed. The branching family 

tree that the researchers created suggests people migrated southward rapidly, hugging 

the west coast, and that there was relatively little mixing as groups branched off. 

 

Source:  http://www.boston.com/whitecoatnotes/2012/07/11/native-americans-

migrated-the-new-world-three-waves-harvard-led-dna-analysis-

shows/uQRQdkkqMmzSW3LaArh0tM/story.html  

 

  

http://www.boston.com/whitecoatnotes/2012/07/11/native-americans-migrated-the-new-world-three-waves-harvard-led-dna-analysis-shows/uQRQdkkqMmzSW3LaArh0tM/story.html
http://www.boston.com/whitecoatnotes/2012/07/11/native-americans-migrated-the-new-world-three-waves-harvard-led-dna-analysis-shows/uQRQdkkqMmzSW3LaArh0tM/story.html
http://www.boston.com/whitecoatnotes/2012/07/11/native-americans-migrated-the-new-world-three-waves-harvard-led-dna-analysis-shows/uQRQdkkqMmzSW3LaArh0tM/story.html


  
 

 

American Indians by the Numbers ï The United States Census Bureau, 2013 
 

Population  

5.2 million  

The nationôs population of American Indians and Alaska Natives, including those of 

more than one race. They made up about 2 percent of the total population in 2012. Of 

this total, about 49 percent were American Indian and Alaska Native only, and about 51 

percent were American Indian and Alaska Native in combination with one or more other 

races.  

11.2 million  

The projected population of American Indians and Alaska Natives, alone or in 

combination, on July 1, 2060. They would comprise 2.7 percent of the total population.  

437,339  

The American Indian and Alaska Native population, alone or in combination 65 and 

over.  

14  

Number of states with more than 100,000 American Indian and Alaska Native residents, 

alone or in combination, in 2012. These states were California, Oklahoma, Arizona, 

Texas, New Mexico, Washington, New York, North Carolina, Florida, Alaska, Michigan, 

Oregon, Colorado and Minnesota.  

19.6%  

The proportion of Alaskaôs population identified as American Indian and Alaska Native, 

alone or in combination, in 2012, the highest rate for this race group of any state. Alaska 

was followed by Oklahoma (13.4 percent), New Mexico (10.4), South Dakota (10.0 

percent) and Montana (8.1 percent).  

31.0  

Median age for those who were American Indian and Alaska Native, alone or in 

combination, in 2012. This compares with a median age of 37.4 for the U.S. population 

as a whole.  

 

 



  
 

 

Reservations  

325  

Number of federally recognized American Indian reservations in 2012. All in all, 

excluding Hawaiian Home Lands, there are 618 American Indian and Alaska Native 

legal and statistical areas for which the Census Bureau provides statistics.  

22%  

Percentage of American Indians and Alaska Natives, alone or in combination, who lived 

in American Indian areas or Alaska Native Village Statistical Areas in 2010. These 

American Indian areas include federal American Indian reservations and/or off-

reservation trust lands, Oklahoma tribal statistical areas, tribal designated statistical 

areas, state American Indian reservations, and state designated American Indian 

statistical areas.  

Tribes  

566  

Number of federally recognized Indian tribes.  

Families  

1,122,043  

The number of American Indian and Alaska Native family households in 2012 

(households with a householder who was American Indian and Alaska Native alone or 

in combination with another race). Of these, 54.7 percent were married-couple families, 

including those with children.  

6.2%  

The percentage of American Indian and Alaska Natives alone or in combination with 

other races who were grandparents living with their grandchild(ren) in 2012.  

Housing  

54.0%  

The percentage of single-race American Indian and Alaska Native householders who 

owned their own home in 2012. This is compared with 63.9 percent of the overall 

population.  

 



  
 

 

Languages  

20.4%  

Percentage of American Indians and Alaska Natives alone or in combination 5 years 

and older who spoke a language other than English at home in 2012, compared with 21 

percent for the nation as a whole.  

Education  

78.8%  

The percentage of single-race American Indians and Alaska Natives 25 and older who 

had at least a high school diploma, GED certificate or alternative credential in 2012. In 

addition, 13.5 percent obtained a bachelorôs degree or higher. In comparison, 86.4 

percent of the overall population had a high school diploma and 29.1 percent had a 

bachelorôs degree or higher.  

40.9%  

Single-race American Indians and Alaska Natives 25 and older whose bachelorôs 

degree was in science and engineering, or science and engineering-related fields in 

2012. This compares with 43.6 percent for all people 25 and older with this level of 

education.  

70,532  

Number of single-race American Indians and Alaska Natives 25 and older who had a 

graduate or professional degree in 2012.  

Jobs  

26.1%  

The percentage of civilian-employed single-race American Indian and Alaska Native 

people 16 and older who worked in management, business, science and arts 

occupations in 2012. In addition, 25.1 percent worked in service occupations and 22.8 

percent in sales and office occupations.  

Veterans  

161,686  

The number of single-race American Indian and Alaska Native veterans of the U.S. 

armed forces in 2012.  



  
 

 

Income and Poverty  

$35,310  

The median household income of single-race American Indian and Alaska Native 

households in 2012. This compares with $51,371 for the nation as a whole.  

29.1%  

The percent of single-race American Indians and Alaska Natives that were in poverty in 

2012, the highest rate of any race group. For the nation as a whole, the poverty rate 

was 15.9 percent.  

Health Insurance  

27.4%  

The percentage of single-race American Indians and Alaska Natives who lacked health 

insurance coverage in 2012. For the nation as a whole, the corresponding percentage 

was 14.8 percent.  

 

 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau 

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_edition

s/cb11-ff22.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_editions/cb11-ff22.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_editions/cb11-ff22.html


  
 

 

Facts About Our Nationôs American Indian and Alaska Native Citizens 

The following information is provided by Indian Affairs (IA), the oldest bureau of the 

United States Department of the Interior. Further information can be found at 

http://www.bia.gov/ 

¶ Indian Affairs (IA) was established in 1824.  IA currently provides services to 

approximately 1.9 million American Indians and Alaska Natives. There are 566 

federally recognized American Indian tribes and Alaska Natives in the United 

States.  

¶ Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is responsible for the administration and 

management of 55 million surface acres and 57 million acres of subsurface 

minerals estates held in trust by the United States for American Indian, Indian 

tribes, and Alaska Natives. 

¶ Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) provides education services to approximately 

42,000 Indian students. 

Who is an American Indian or Alaska Native? 

As a general rule, an American Indian or Alaska Native person is someone who has 

blood degree from and is recognized as such by a federally recognized tribe or village 

(as an enrolled tribal member) and/or the United States.  Of course, blood quantum (the 

degree of American Indian or Alaska Native blood from a federally recognized tribe or 

village that a person possesses) is not the only means by which a person is considered 

to be an American Indian or Alaska Native.  Other factors, such as a personôs 

knowledge of his or her tribeôs culture, history, language, religion, familial kinships, and 

how strongly a person identifies himself or herself as American Indian or Alaska Native, 

are also important.  In fact, there is no single federal or tribal criterion or standard that 

establishes a person's identity as American Indian or Alaska Native. 

There are major differences, however, when the term ñAmerican Indianò is used in an 

ethnological sense versus its use in a political/legal sense.  The rights, protections, and 

services provided by the United States to individual American Indians and Alaska 

Natives flow not from a person's identity as such in an ethnological sense, but because 

he or she is a member of a federally recognized tribe.  That is, a tribe that has 

a government-to-government relationship and a special trust relationship with the United 

States. These special trust and government-to-government relationships entail certain 

legally enforceable obligations and responsibilities on the part of the United States to 

persons who are enrolled members of such tribes.  Eligibility requirements for federal 

services will differ from program to program. Likewise, the eligibility criteria for 

enrollment (or membership) in a tribe will differ from tribe to tribe. 



  
 

 

How large is the American Indian and Alaska Native population? 

According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census, the nationôs estimated population of 

American Indians and Alaska Natives, including those of more than one race, is 5.2 

million. In 2012, they made up about 2 percent of the total population. The projected 

population of American Indians and Alaska Natives, alone or in combination, on July 1, 

2060, is 11.2 million. They would comprise 2.7 percent of the total population.  

Why are American Indians and Alaska Natives also referred to as American 

Indians? 

When referring to American Indian or Alaska Native persons, it is still appropriate to use 

the terms ñAmerican Indianò and ñAlaska Native.ò These terms denote the cultural and 

historical distinctions between persons belonging to the indigenous tribes of the 

continental United States (American Indians) and the indigenous tribes and villages of 

Alaska (Alaska Natives, i.e., Eskimos, Aleuts, and Indians).  They also refer specifically 

to persons eligible for benefits and services funded or directly provided by the BIA. 

The term ñAmerican Indianò came into broad usage in the 1970's as an alternative to 

ñAmerican Indian.ò  Since that time, however, it has been gradually expanded within the 

public lexicon to include all Native peoples of the United States and its trust territories, 

i.e., American Indians, Alaska Natives, Native Hawaiians, Chamorros, and American 

Samoans, as well as persons from Canada First Nations and indigenous communities in 

Mexico and Central and South America who are U.S. residents. 

What is a Federally Recognized Tribe? 

There are more than 560 federally recognized tribes in the United States, including over 

220 village groups in Alaska.  ñFederally recognizedò means these tribes and groups 

have a special, legal relationship with the United States government.  This relationship 

is referred to as a government-to-government relationship. 

What are Reservations? 

In the United States, there are only two kinds of reserved lands that are well-known:  

military and Indian.  An Indian reservation is land reserved for a tribe when it 

relinquished its other land areas to the United States through treaties.  More recently, 

Congressional acts, Executive Orders, and administrative acts have created 

reservations.  Today, some reservations have non-Indian residents and land owners. 

There are approximately 325 Indian land areas in the United States administered as 

Indian reservations (reservations, pueblos, Rancherias, communities, etc.).  The largest 

is the Navajo Reservation of some 16 million acres of land in Arizona, New Mexico, and 

Utah.  Many of the smaller reservations are less than 1,000 acres with the smallest less 



  
 

 

than 100 acres.  On each reservation, the local governing authority is the tribal 

government. 

Approximately 56.2 million acres of land are held in trust by the United States for 

various Indian tribes and individuals.  Much of this is reservation land; however, not all 

reservation land is trust land.  On behalf of the United States, the Secretary of the 

Interior serves as trustee for such lands with many routine responsibilities delegated to 

BIA officials. 

The states in which reservations are located have limited powers over them, and only 

as provided by federal law.  On some reservations, however, a high percentage of the 

land is owned and occupied by non-Indians.  Some 140 reservations have entirely 

tribally owned land. 

Must all American Indians and Alaska Natives Live on Reservations? 

No.  American Indians and Alaska Natives live and work anywhere in the United States 

(and the world) just as other citizens do.  Many leave their reservations, communities or 

villages for the same reasons as do other Americans who move to urban centers:  to 

seek education and employment.  Over one-half of the total U.S. American Indian and 

Alaska Native population now live away from their tribal lands.  However, most return 

home to visit relatives; attend family gatherings and celebrations; participate in religious, 

cultural, or community activities; work for their tribal governments; operate businesses; 

vote in tribal elections or run for tribal office; retire; or to be buried. 

How Does One Trace Indian Ancestry and Become a Member of a Tribe? 

The first step in tracing Indian ancestry is basic genealogical research if one does not 

already have specific family information and documents that identify tribal ties.  Some 

information to obtain is:  names of ancestors; dates of birth, marriages and deaths; 

places where they lived; brothers and sisters, if any; and, most importantly, tribal 

affiliations.  Among family documents to check are Bibles, wills, and other such papers.  

The next step is to determine whether oneôs ancestors are on an official tribal roll or 

census by contacting the tribe. 

Are American Indians and Alaska Natives wards of the Federal Government? 

No.  The Federal Government is a trustee of Indian property, not a guardian of all 

American Indians and Alaska Natives.  Although the Secretary of the Interior is 

authorized by law to protect, where necessary, the interests of minors and adult persons 

deemed incompetent to handle their affairs, this protection does not confer a guardian-

ward relationship. 

 



  
 

 

Are American Indians and Alaska Natives citizens of the United States? 

Yes.  As early as 1817, U.S. citizenship had been conferred by special treaty upon 

specific groups of Indian people.  American citizenship was also conveyed by statutes, 

naturalization proceedings, and by service in the Armed Forces with an honorable 

discharge in World War I.  In 1924, Congress extended American citizenship to all other 

American Indians born within the territorial limits of the United States.  American Indians 

and Alaska Natives are citizens of the United States and of the individual states, 

counties, cities, and towns where they reside.  They can also become citizens of their 

tribes or villages as enrolled tribal members. 

Do American Indians and Alaska Natives have the right to vote? 

Yes.  American Indians and Alaska Natives have the right to vote just as all other U.S. 

citizens do. They can vote in presidential, congressional, state and local, and tribal 

elections, if eligible. And, just as the federal government and state and local 

governments have the sovereign right to establish voter eligibility criteria, so do tribal 

governments. 

Do American Indians and Alaska Natives have the right to hold public office? 

Yes.  American Indians and Alaska Natives have the same rights as other citizens to 

hold public office. Over the years, American Indian and Alaska Native men and women 

have held elected and appointed offices at all levels of federal, state, and local 

government.  Charles Curtis, a member of the Kaw Tribe of Kansas, served in both 

houses of Congress before holding the second highest elected office in the nation ï that 

of Vice President of the United States under President Herbert Hoover.  American 

Indians and Alaska Natives also serve in state legislatures, state judicial systems, 

county and city governments, and on local school boards. 

Do American Indians and Alaska Natives have special rights different from other 

citizens? 

Any ñspecialò rights held by federally recognized tribes and their members are generally 

based on treaties or other agreements between the tribes and the United States.  The 

heavy price American Indians and Alaska Natives paid to retain certain rights of self-

government was to relinquish much of their land and resources to the United States.  

U.S. law protects the inherent rights they did not relinquish.  Among those may be 

hunting and fishing rights and access to sacred sites. 

Do American Indians and Alaska Natives pay taxes? 

Yes. They pay the same taxes as other citizens with the following exceptions: 



  
 

 

1. Federal income taxes are not levied on income from trust lands held for them by 

the U.S. 

2. State income taxes are not paid on income earned on a federal Indian 

reservation. 

3. State sales taxes are not paid by Indians on transactions made on a federal 

Indian reservation. 

4. Local property taxes are not paid on reservation or trust land. 

Do laws that apply to non-Indians also apply to Indians? 

Yes.  As U.S. citizens, American Indians and Alaska Natives are generally subject to 

federal, state, and local laws.  On federal Indian reservations, however, only federal and 

tribal laws apply to members of the tribe, unless Congress provides otherwise.  In 

federal law, the Assimilative Crimes Act makes any violation of state criminal law a 

federal offense on reservations.  Most tribes now maintain tribal court systems and 

facilities to detain tribal members convicted of certain offenses within the boundaries of 

the reservation. 

Do all American Indians and Alaska Natives speak a single traditional language? 

No.  American Indians and Alaska Natives come from a multitude of different cultures 

with diverse languages, and for thousands of years used oral tradition to pass down 

familial and cultural information among generations of tribal members. Some tribes, 

even if widely scattered, belong to the same linguistic families.  Common means of 

communicating between tribes allowed trade routes and political alliances to flourish.  

As contact between Indians and non-Indians grew, so did the necessity of learning of 

new languages.  Even into the 20th century, many American Indians and Alaska 

Natives were bi- or multilingual from learning to speak their own language and English, 

French, Russian, or Spanish, or even another tribal language.  

It has been reported that at the end of the 15th century over 300 American Indian and 

Alaska Native languages were spoken.  Today, fewer than 200 tribal languages are still 

viable, with some having been translated into written form.  English, however, has 

become the predominant language in the home, school, and workplace.  Those tribes 

who can still do so are working to preserve their languages and create new speakers 

from among their tribal populations. 

Do American Indians and Alaska Natives serve in the Armed Forces? 

Yes.  American Indians and Alaska Natives have a long and distinguished history of 

serving in our nationôs Armed Forces. 



  
 

 

During the Civil War, American Indians served on both sides of the conflict.  Among the 

most well-known are Brigadier General Ely S. Parker (Seneca), an aide to Union 

General Ulysses S. Grant who recorded the terms of Confederate General Robert E. 

Leeôs surrender at Appomattox Courthouse in Virginia that ended the war, and Brigadier 

General Stand Watie (Cherokee), the last of the Confederate generals to cease fighting 

after the surrender was concluded.  American Indians also fought with Theodore 

Roosevelt in the Spanish-American War. 

During World War I over 8,000 American Indian soldiers, of whom 6,000 were 

volunteers, served.  Their patriotism moved Congress to pass the Indian Citizenship Act 

of 1924.  In World War II, 25,000 American Indian and Alaska Native men and women 

fought on all fronts in Europe and the South Pacific earning, collectively, at least 71 Air 

Medals, 51 Silver Stars, 47 Bronze Stars, 34 Distinguished Flying Crosses, and two 

Congressional Medals of Honor.  Alaska Natives also served in the Alaska Territorial 

Guard. 

Starting in World War I and again in World War II, the U.S. military employed a number 

of American Indian servicemen to use their tribal languages as a military code that could 

not be broken by the enemy.  These ñcode talkersò came from many different tribes, 

including Chippewa, Choctaw, Creek, Crow, Comanche, Hopi, Navajo, Seminole, and 

Sioux.  During World War II, the Navajos constituted the largest component within that 

elite group. 

In the Korean Conflict, one Congressional Medal of Honor was awarded to an American 

Indian serviceman.  In the Vietnam War, 41,500 Indian service personnel served.  In 

1990, prior to Operation Desert Storm, some 24,000 Indian men and women were in the 

military.  Approximately 3,000 served in the Persian Gulf with three among those killed 

in action.  American Indian service personnel have also served in Afghanistan 

(Operation Enduring Freedom) and in Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom). 

While American Indians and Alaska Natives have the same obligations for military 

service as other U.S. citizens, many tribes have a strong military tradition within their 

cultures, and veterans are considered to be among their most honored members. 

 

Major Source:  U.S. Department of the Interior Bureau of Indian Affairs, 

http://www.bia.gov/FAQs/index.htm 
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 Civil Rights and American Indians 

American Indians are those peoples who were on the North American continent before 

the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1492.  There were hundreds of different tribes 

native to both North and South America.  Historically, we have called these native 

peoples Indians by mistake - Columbus thought he had reached the Continent of India.  

Today, we use the term American Indian because that is the term used in the 

Constitution.  Indian tribes call themselves many names.  They might be known by both 

an English name and a name in their tribal language.  The Navajo call themselves 

Dineô, which means ñthe People.ò  The Tohono Oôodham (People of the Desert) were 

known for many years by the name Papago. 

The Constitution of the United States specifically refers to Indian tribes where it says 

that ñCongress shall have the power to regulate Commerce with foreign nations, among 

the several states, and with the Indian tribes.ò 

There are five hundred and sixty American Indian tribes that have tribal governments 

that are recognized by the United States in a government to government relationship.  

There are also approximately 325 federal Indian reservations in the United States.  On 

an Indian reservation, the tribal government performs many of the same functions that 

State governments do.  There are tribal court systems, departments of justice and 

police forces on most reservations. 

Indian reservations are usually lands that the tribes kept when they entered into treaties 

with the federal government.  Indian Treaties have the same recognition under federal 

law as do treaties with foreign governments such as France or Germany.  Some Indian 

reservations are land bases that are larger than some states.  The Navajo Reservation 

is approximately 14,000,000 acres of land.  The State of Massachusetts is only 

5,284,480 acres.  The Wind River Reservation in Wyoming is 1,888,000 acres.  The 

State of Rhode Island is 776,960 acres.  There are twelve Indian Reservations that are 

larger than Rhode Island and nine reservations larger than Delaware (1,316,480 acres).  

The Navajo Reservation, which is the largest, is larger than nine States (Maryland, 

Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Hawaii, Connecticut, Delaware 

and Rhode Island.) 

American Indians are also a racial group who sometimes face discrimination the same 

as African Americans do.  In fact, before the civil rights laws were enacted, in some 

states you could find three separate drinking fountains labeled ñwhites,ò ñColoredò and 

ñIndian.ò  There were also three sections in some movie theaters.  All of the civil rights 

laws that protect people from discrimination because of race or color or national origin 

also protect American Indians. 



  
 

 

Recently, the Department of Justice sued a school district in Utah for not having a high 

school in the remote community of Navajo Mountain.  The Navajo and Paiute high 

school age students who live in this community all had to go more than 90 miles from 

home and live in dormitories or with relatives and attend boarding schools operated by 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  The school district had built high schools in communities 

where non-Indians lived.  The school district argued that because the Indians lived on a 

reservation, they didnôt have a right to a public school built and operated by the district.  

American Indians are citizens of the United States and of the States where they live.  

The court ruled that even though they live on an Indian reservation, American Indians 

have a right to receive all of the same services that state and county governments offer 

to all other citizens of the state.  The settlement of this lawsuit required the school 

district to build a new high school in this community.  A temporary high school program 

began in September, 1997.  This lawsuit was the first time the Civil Rights Division had 

ever enforced the education statutes on behalf of American Indians.  This lawsuit was 

originally filed by Indian students and their parents.  Both the Navajo Nation and the 

United States joined in the lawsuit to support the students and their parents. 

 

Source: http://www.policyalmanac.org/culture/archive/native_americans.shtml 

http://www.policyalmanac.org/culture/archive/native_americans.shtml


  
 

 

American Indian Removal 

1814-1858 

Early in the 19th century, while the rapidly growing United States expanded into the 

lower South, white settlers faced what they considered an obstacle.  This area was 

home to the Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw and Seminole nations.  These 

Indian nations, in the view of the settlers and many other white Americans, were 

standing in the way of progress.  Eager for land to raise cotton, the settlers pressured 

the federal government to acquire Indian territory. 

Andrew Jackson, from Tennessee, was a forceful proponent of Indian removal.  In 

1814, he commanded the U.S. military forces that defeated a faction of the Creek 

nation.  In their defeat, the Creeks lost 22 million acres of land in southern Georgia and 

central Alabama.  The U.S. acquired more land in 1818 when, spurred in part by the 

motivation to punish the Seminoles for the practice of harboring fugitive slaves, 

Jacksonôs troops invaded Spanish Florida. 

From 1814 to 1824, Jackson was instrumental in negotiating nine out of eleven treaties 

which divested the southern tribes of their eastern lands in exchange for lands in the 

west.  The tribes agreed to the treaties for strategic reasons.  They wanted to appease 

the government in the hopes of retaining some of their land, and they wanted to protect 

themselves from white harassment.  As a result of the treaties, the United States gained 

control over three-quarters of Alabama and Florida, as well as parts of Georgia, 

Tennessee, Mississippi, Kentucky and North Carolina.  This was a period of voluntary 

Indian migration, however, and only a small number of Creeks, Cherokee and Choctaws 

actually moved to the new lands. 

In 1823, the Supreme Court handed down a decision which stated that Indians could 

occupy lands within the United States, but could not hold title to those lands.  This was 

because their ñright of occupancyò was subordinate to the United Statesô ñright of 

discovery.ò  In response to the great threat this posed, the Creeks, Cherokee, and 

Chicasaw instituted policies of restricting land sales to the government.  They wanted to 

protect what remained of their land before it was too late. 

Although the five Indian nations had made earlier attempts at resistance, many of their 

strategies were non-violent.  One method was to adopt Anglo-American practices such 

as large-scale farming, Western education, and slave-holding.  This earned the nations 

the designation of the ñFive Civilized Tribes.ò  They adopted this policy of assimilation in 

an attempt to coexist with settlers and ward off hostility.  But it only made whites jealous 

and resentful. 



  
 

 

Other attempts involved ceding portions of their land to the United States with a view to 

retaining control over at least part of their territory, or of the new territory they received 

in exchange.  Some Indian nations simply refused to leave their land - - the Creeks and 

the Seminoles even waged war to protect their territory.  The First Seminole War lasted 

from 1817 to 1818.  The Seminoles were aided by fugitive slaves who had found 

protection among them and had been living with them for years.  The presence of the 

fugitives enraged white planters and fueled their desire to defeat the Seminoles. 

The Cherokee used legal means in their attempt to safeguard their rights.  They sought 

protection from land-hungry white settlers, who continually harassed them by stealing 

their livestock, burning their towns, and squatting on their land.  In 1827, the Cherokee 

adopted a written constitution declaring themselves to be a sovereign nation.  They 

based this on United States policy; in former treaties, Indian nations had been declared 

sovereign so they would be legally capable of ceding their lands.  Now the Cherokee 

hoped to use this status to their advantage.  The state of Georgia, however, did not 

recognize their sovereign status, but saw them as tenants living on state land.  The 

Cherokee took their case to the Supreme Court, which ruled against them. 

The Cherokee went to the Supreme Court again in 1831.  This time they based their 

appeal on an 1830 Georgia law which prohibited whites from living on Indian territory 

after March 31, 1831, without a license from the state.  The state legislature had written 

this law to justify removing white missionaries who were helping the Indians resist 

removal.  The court this time decided in favor of the Cherokee.  It stated that the 

Cherokee had the right to self-government, and declared Georgiaôs extension of state 

law over them to be unconstitutional.  The state of Georgia refused to abide by the 

Court decision, however, and President Jackson refused to enforce the law. 

In 1830, just a year after taking office, Jackson pushed a new piece of legislation called 

the ñIndian Removal Actò through both houses of Congress.  It gave the president power 

to negotiate removal treaties with Indian tribes living east of the Mississippi.  Under 

these treaties, the Indians were to give up their lands east of the Mississippi in 

exchange for lands to the west.  Those wishing to remain in the east would become 

citizens of their home state.  This act affected not only the southeastern nations, but 

many others further north.  The removal was supposed to be voluntary and peaceful, 

and it was that way for the tribes that agreed to the conditions.  But the southeastern 

nations resisted, and Jackson forced them to leave. 

Jacksonôs attitude toward American Indians was paternalistic and patronizing ï he 

described them as children in need of guidance and believed the removal policy was 

beneficial to the Indians.  Most white Americans thought that the United States would 

never extend beyond the Mississippi.  Removal would save Indian people from the 

depredations of whites, and would resettle them in an area where they could govern 



  
 

 

themselves in peace.  But some Americans saw this as an excuse for a brutal and 

inhumane course of action, and protested loudly against removal. 

Their protests did not save the southeastern nations from removal, however.  The 

Choctaws were the first to sign a removal treaty, which they did in September of 1830.  

Some chose to stay in Mississippi under the terms of the Removal Act.  But though the 

War Department made some attempts to protect those who stayed, it was no match for 

the land-hungry whites who squatted on Choctaw territory or cheated them out of their 

holdings.  Soon most of the remaining Choctaws, weary of mistreatment, sold their land 

and moved west. 

For the next 28 years, the United States government struggled to force relocation of the 

southeastern nations.  A small group of Seminoles was coerced into signing a removal 

treaty in 1833, but the majority of the tribe declared the treaty illegitimate and refused to 

leave.  The resulting struggle was the Second Seminole War, which lasted from 1835 to 

1842.  As in the first war, fugitive slaves fought beside the Seminoles who had taken 

them in.  Thousands of lives were lost in the war, which cost the Jackson administration 

approximately 40 to 60 million dollars ï ten times the amount it had allotted for Indian 

removal.  In the end, most of the Seminoles moved to the new territory.  The few who 

remained had to defend themselves in the Third Seminole War (1855-1858), when the 

U.S. military attempted to drive them out.  Finally, the United States paid the remaining 

Seminoles to move west. 

The Creeks also refused to emigrate.  They signed a treaty in March, 1832, which 

opened a large portion of their Alabama land to white settlement, and guaranteed them 

protected ownership of the remaining portion, which was divided among the leading 

families.  The government did not protect them from speculators, however, who quickly 

cheated them out of their lands.  By 1835, the destitute Creeks began stealing livestock 

and crops from white settlers.  Some eventually committed arson and murder in 

retaliation for their brutal treatment.  In 1836, the Secretary of War ordered the removal 

of the Creeks as a military necessity.  By 1837, approximately 15,000 Creeks had 

migrated west.  They had never signed a removal treaty. 

The Chickasaws had seen removal as inevitable, and had not resisted.  They signed a 

treaty in 1832 which stated that the federal government would provide them with 

suitable western land and would protect them until they moved.  But once again, the 

onslaught of white settlers proved too much for the War Department, and it backed 

down on its promise.  The Chickasaws were forced to pay the Choctaws for the right to 

live on part of their western allotment.  They migrated there in the winter of 1837-38. 

The Cherokee, on the other hand, were tricked with an illegitimate treaty.  In 1833, a 

small faction agreed to sign a removal agreement: the Treaty of New Echota.  The 



  
 

 

leaders of this group were not the recognized leaders of the Cherokee nation, and over 

15,000 Cherokees ï lead by Chief John Ross ï signed a petition in protest.  The 

Supreme Court ignored their demands and ratified the treaty in 1836.  The Cherokee 

were given two years to migrate voluntarily, at the end of which time they would be 

forcibly removed.  By 1838, only 2,000 had migrated; 16,000 remained on their land.  

The U.S. government sent in 7,000 troops, who forced the Cherokees into stockades at 

bayonet point.  They were not allowed time to gather their belongings, and as they left, 

whites looted their homes.  They began the march known as the Trail of Tears, in which 

4,000 Cherokee people died of cold, hunger, and disease on their way to the western 

lands. 

By 1837, the Jackson administration had removed 46,000 American Indian people from 

their land east of the Mississippi, and had secured treaties which led to the removal of a 

slightly larger number.  Most members of the five southeastern nations had been 

relocated west, opening 25 million acres of land to white settlement and to slavery. 

 

Source: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p2959.html 



  
 

 

Reservations 

Reservations were first created by seventeenth-century English colonizers and imposed 

on American Indian nations to remove them from the path of white settlement.  

Reservations also provided a place where missionaries could show Indians how to live, 

work, and worship like themselves.  The United States took up this practice, employing 

military might, fraud, and deception to create hundreds of tribal reserves established by 

treaty, executive order, or congressional decree.  Despite the reservationsô grim origins, 

Indian people have been able to adapt to reservation environments while preserving 

many of their traditional values, beliefs, and customs.  In fact, many Indians now regard 

reservations as homelands. 

The interplay of Indian aspirations and outside interests is central to an understanding 

of reservations.  Notwithstanding the oppression and land loss associated with their 

founding, reservations also represent a valiant struggle on the part of Indians for 

autonomy, self-sufficiency, religious freedom, and cultural identity. 

Before Europeans arrived, Indians occupied all of what became the United States.  

They practiced self-government, lived in accordance with revered customs, and 

worshiped as they saw fit.  The English immigrants who began to arrive in North 

America in the seventeenth century lacked the strength to dislodge and subjugate the 

more powerful Indian nations.  As a consequence, the newcomers established two 

fundamental land policies with regard to Indians.  First, they established borders 

between themselves and native people.  After clearly delineating which areas were 

ñIndian country,ò the British allowed residents on both sides of the boundaries to 

maintain their own laws, customs, and institutions.  Imported diseases, however soon 

shifted the balance of power in favor of the Europeans, giving rise to the second policy: 

as they pushed inland, the invaders placed remnant native groups that had been 

decimated by pestilence and warfare on small reservations and in settlements of 

Christian converts called ñpraying towns.ò 

After the founding of the United States, federal officials continued these earlier 

practices.  Treaties established borders between ñIndian countryò and the new nation.  

During the early nineteenth century, these borders were frequently moved as 

government agents used bribery, coercion, and trickery to ñremoveò tribes from lands 

east of the Mississippi.  And, although the removed tribes were promised new, 

permanent borders in lands in Iowa, Missouri, Arkansas, and Oklahoma, in 1854 federal 

officials preparing to ñopenò Kansas and Nebraska to ñsettlementò began relocating 

tribes again, this time to Oklahoma.  Local Plains nations such as the Pawnees, 

Poncas, and Otos retained, at least temporarily, small reservations in their homeland, 

but many new tribes were resettled nearby.  After the disruption of the Civil War, this 

process continued.  The official goal of deadly military campaigns against nations such 



  
 

 

as the Sioux, Cheyennes, Arapahos, Navajos, Comanches, and Apaches was to 

confine them to permanent reservation homes. 

Expected by federal officials to become Christian farmers, reservation Indians 

encountered policies that restricted their movement, autonomy, and religious freedom.  

Bureau of Indian Affairs agents called on U.S. troops and federally supported 

reservation police to quash native religious movements, arrest traditional religious 

leaders and healers, and place children in distant boarding schools.  The Indian Office 

established the Court of Indian Offenses on many reservations in order to undermine 

traditional mechanisms of resolving disputes and administering justice.  Missionaries 

also operated on reservations with federal approval, and often with federal funds. 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the passage of the General Allotment Act 

and the Curtis Act began the process of dividing reservation lands into individual 

homesteads.  These laws had a profound impact on reservations.  Economically, many 

Indian nations - particularly those on the Great Plains, in Oklahoma, and in the Pacific 

Northwest - lost most of their land.  After allotting reservations to tribal members, federal 

officials sold the ñsurplus tractsò to non-Indians, and Congress amended the allotment 

acts to facilitate the sale of allotments.  As a consequence, and because reservation 

residents were often compelled to sell their allotments for income or to pay delinquent 

state taxes or mortgages, many Indians became landless.  Reservation holdings shrank 

from 138 million acres in 1887 to 48 million acres in 1934. 

Politically, the allotment policy undermined tribal sovereignty.  Federal agents began 

dealing primarily with individual Indians rather than with their governments, with the 

result that outsiders assumed control over many functions once provided by traditional 

leaders.  Socially, the policy encouraged federal agents to pressure Indians into moving 

from their traditional towns to isolated allotments.  Thus, rather than living in tribal 

settings, many Indians began to reside in culturally mixed environments, where racism 

often heightened discrimination and antagonism.  Facing a bleak future under these 

conditions, some Indians educated in non-Indian schools began migrating from their 

home areas to distant cities in search of work and other opportunities. 

Tribes began to reassert their authority over reservation lands after Congress passed 

the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) in 1934.  Among other things, the new law 

discontinued the allotment policy, allowed reservation residents to form their own 

governments, provided funds for economic development, protected Indian culture, and 

promoted traditional arts and crafts.  It also enabled Indian governments to purchase 

small amounts of land they had lost during the allotment era.  Eventually, about half the 

reservations adopted IRA governments, but many of those that refused to change their 

existing governing bodies also became eligible for IRA benefits. 



  
 

 

The IRA was neither a panacea for Indian problems nor an unconditional endorsement 

of Indian sovereignty.  It did little to alleviate the problems created in the allotment era: 

poverty, deprivation, shoddy housing, and poor health.  Nor did it prevent additional 

assaults on reservation life during the termination era of the 1940s and 1950s.  

Termination deprived thousands of people access to Indian Health Service medical 

care, educational assistance, and other services and led to a direct attack on several 

reservation governments that federal officials should be ñfreeò of federal protection.  

Because their private state holdings became subject to state taxation, terminated tribes 

such as the Menominees and the Klamaths became even more impoverished and 

virtually landless.  Termination policies also extended state criminal and civil law to 

reservations under the terms of Public Law 280, passed in 1953.  Under its terms, most 

reservation Indians in Minnesota, Nebraska, California, Oregon, and Wisconsin lost the 

right to police their own communities. 

Termination proved to be disastrous for reservation residents.  In its wake, the Kennedy 

and Johnson administrations began listening to American Indian calls for a return to the 

earliest notion of reservations: areas where self-governing tribes could live undisturbed.  

With reservations plagued by continuing problems of poverty and despair, Congress 

supported presidential initiatives by opening antipoverty programs to reservation 

participation.  Congress also passed legislation that enabled Indian governments to 

contract educational programs and services formerly provided by the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs, to determine the disposition of children in adoption and placement cases, and to 

compete for federal grants. 

Reservation leaders responded quickly to these government initiatives and also 

embarked on economic-development programs ranging from tourism to attracting 

industry.  Unfortunately, the results of these efforts have been less than successful in 

many instances.  Strings attached to federal contracts and grants required Indian 

governments to spend money and administer programs in accordance with federal 

guidelines rather than local priorities and customs.  Business partners were not always 

willing to make long-term investments in reservation businesses, and tribes often lacked 

the necessary training to fulfill their goals. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, Republican and Democratic administrations alike reduced 

federal appropriations for reservation development, and federal opposition to Indian 

rights increased.  At the same time, federal and state agencies often restricted Indian 

access to off-reservation sacred sites and opposed the extension of Indian government 

jurisdiction to non-Indians who commit crimes on reservation land.  U.S. officials have 

also shown a willingness to employ force to resolve disputes on reservations.  In 1992, 

for example, armed federal agents raided six Arizona reservations, confiscating 

hundreds of video gambling machines and ignoring protests of the tribal governments. 



  
 

 

Today, Indian lands, whether called reservations, rancherias, communities, or pueblos, 

comprise less than 2 percent of the original area.  These reservations also vary widely 

in size and demographic composition.  In 1990, the federal government recognized 278 

Indian land areas as reservations.  The Navajo (Diné) Reservation consists of some 16 

million acres in Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah, while others contain less than a 

hundred acres.  Some 950,000 Indians, slightly less than 50 percent of all Indians, lived 

on or near reservations.  About half of the land on contemporary reservations belongs to 

Indians; significant portions are owned and inhabited by non-Indians.  The Indian-owned 

land is usually held ñin trustò by the federal government, meaning that this property is 

exempt from state and county taxes and can be sold only in accordance with federal 

regulations. 

Although both paternalism and anti-Indian racism persist, Indian governments have 

reinvigorated their reservations by adopting tax codes, establishing profitable 

enterprises, organizing courts, drafting law-and-order codes, controlling their resources, 

and demanding a right to worship in customary ways.  Nonetheless, many small, 

landless, and isolated native nations have been able to gain few benefits.  As a result, 

economic, health, and social problems still haunt many reservations.  The challenge 

facing Indian governments and federal policymakers continues to be to devise ways of 

improving reservation living conditions in ways that support tribal self-government, 

traditional culture, and religious freedom. 

 

Source:  The following webpage resource is no longer available. 

http://college.hmco.com/history/readerscomp/naind/html/na_033000_reservations.htm 
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American Indian Versus Native American  

A Once-Heated Issue Has Sorted Itself Out by Borgna Brunner 

 

Are the terms American Indian and American Indian essentially synonyms, in the same 

way that the terms black and African American are often used interchangeably? Or is 

using the term American Indian instead of American Indian the equivalent of using 

Negro instead of blackðoffensive and anachronistic? Is the insistence on using 

American Indian to the exclusion of all other terms a sign of being doctrinaire?  

Culture Wars  

While these were once raging questions in the culture wars, they have now happily 

sorted themselves out. Over the years, the people whom these words are meant to 

represent have made their preference clear: the majority of American Indians/American 

Indians believe it is acceptable to use either term, or both. Many have also suggested 

leaving such general terms behind in favor of specific tribal designations. As the 

publisher and editor of The Navajo Times, the largest American Indianïowned weekly 

newspaper, puts it,   "I . . . would rather be known as, 'Tom Arviso Jr., a member of the 

Navajo tribe,' instead of 'Arviso, a American Indian or American Indian.' This gives an 

authentic description of my heritage, rather than lumping me into a whole race of 

people."  

A Medieval Misnomer 

As we learned in grade school, Indian was the name Columbus mistakenly applied to 

the people he encountered when he arrived in what he believed was the "Indies," the 

medieval name for Asia. Introduced in the 1960s, the term American Indian offered a 

way of eradicating confusion between the indigenous people of the Americas and the 

indigenous people of India. The term American Indian also served that purpose, but 

raised other problems: the use of Indian in any form had begun to be seen by some as 

pejorative.  

Doing Away with Cowboy-and-Indian Stereotypes 

Particularly in academic circles, the term American Indian became the preferred term of 

respect, and a remedy for avoiding dehumanizing stereotypes, whether of the 

bloodthirsty savage or the Tonto-like Noble Savage. For a time, using American Indian 

signaled a progressive and enlightened consciousness, in much the same way that 

using Asian instead of Oriental does. Use of Indian struck some as out of touch, or 

worseða mark of ignorance or bigotry.  

 



  
 

 

A "Generic Government Term" 

But objections to the term American Indian also arose. The term struck many as dry and 

bureaucratic, in much the same way that some dislike the Census Bureau's use of 

Hispanic as an umbrella term to cover the whole of the U.S.'s diverse Spanish-speaking 

population. As the Bureau of Indian Affairs elaborates: 

The term, 'American Indian,' came into usage in the 1960s to denote the groups served 

by the Bureau of Indian Affairs: American Indians and Alaska Native (Indians, Eskimos 

and Aleuts of Alaska). Later the term also included Native Hawaiians and Pacific 

Islanders in some Federal programs. It, therefore, came into disfavor among some 

Indian groups. The preferred term is American Indian.  

Russell Means, the late  Lakota activist and founder of the American Indian Movement 

(AIM), strongly rejected American Indian in favor of Indian:  ñI abhor the term American 

Indian. It is a generic government term used to describe all the indigenous prisoners of 

the United States. These are the American Samoans, the Micronesians, the Aleuts, the 

original Hawaiians, and the erroneously termed Eskimos, who are actually Upiks and 

Inupiats. And, of course, the American Indian.  I prefer the term American Indian 

because I know its origins . . . As an added distinction the American Indian is the only 

ethnic group in the United States with the American before our ethnicity . . . We were 

enslaved as American Indians, we were colonized as American Indians, and we will 

gain our freedom as American Indians, and then we will call ourselves any damn thing 

we choose.ò (From "I am an American Indian, Not a American Indian!," a statement by 

Russell Means.) 

Peaceful Coexistence  

As The American Heritage Book of English Usage points out, "the acceptance of 

American Indian has not brought about the demise of Indian. Unlike Negro, which was 

quickly stigmatized once black became preferred, Indian never fell out of favor with a 

large segment of the American population."  

Now almost every style and usage guide describes these terms as synonyms that can 

be used interchangeably. In recent decades, other terms have also come into use, 

including Amerindian, indigenous people, and Native, expanding the vocabulary for 

referring to indigenous people of the United States rather than circumscribing it. Many 

people will no doubt favor one appellation over anotherðand will have strong reasons 

for doing soðbut such choices are (or should be) no longer accompanied by a sense of 

righteousness that one term is superior to the other. This simply isn't true.  

 



  
 

 

"We Will Call Ourselves Any Damn Thing We Choose" 

No doubt the most significant reason that an inclusive attitude toward these terms of 

identity has developed is their common usage among Native peoples. A 1995 Census 

Bureau Survey of preferences for racial and ethnic terminology (there is no more recent 

survey) indicated that 49% of Native people preferred being called American Indian, 

37% preferred American Indian, 3.6% preferred "some other term," and 5% had no 

preference. As The American Heritage Guide to English Usage points out, "the issue 

has never been particularly divisive between Indians and non-Indians. While generally 

welcoming the respectful tone of American Indian, Indian writers have continued to use 

the older name at least as often as the newer one." 

ñThe criticism that Indian is hopelessly tainted by the ignorant or romantic stereotypes of 

popular American culture can be answered, at least in part, by pointing to the continuing 

use of this term among American Indians themselves. Indeed, Indian authors and those 

sympathetic to Indian causes often prefer it for its unpretentious familiarity as well as its 

emotional impact, as in this passage from the Kiowa writer N. Scott Momaday's memoir 

The Names (1976): 'It was about this time that [my mother] began to see herself as an 

Indian. That dim native heritage became a fascination and a cause for her.' (From 

"Names and Labels: Social, Racial, and Ethnic Terms: Indian",The American Heritage 

Book of English Usage. A Practical and Authoritative Guide to Contemporary English. 

1996.) 

As Christina Berry, a Cherokee writer and producer of the website All Things Cherokee, 

counsels:   ñIn the end, the term you choose to use (as an Indian or non-Indian) is your 

own personal choice. Very few Indians that I know care either way. The recommended 

method is to refer to a person by their tribe, if that information is known. The reason is 

that the Native peoples of North America are incredibly diverse. It would be like referring 

both a Romanian and an Irishman as European. . . . [W]henever possible an Indian 

would prefer to be called a Cherokee or a Lakota or whichever tribe they belong to. This 

shows respect because not only are you sensitive to the fact that the terms Indian, 

American Indian, and American Indian are an over simplification of a diverse ethnicity, 

but you also show that you listened when they told what tribe they belonged to. When 

you don't know the specific tribe simply use the term which you are most comfortable 

using. The worst that can happen is that someone might correct you and open the door 

for a thoughtful debate on the subject of political correctness and its impact on ethnic 

identity. What matters in the long run is not which term is used but the intention with 

which it is used.ò (From What's in a Name? Indians and Political Correctness by 

Christina Berry, All Things Cherokee.)  

Source:  http://www.infoplease.com/spot/aihmterms.html 



  
 

 

Are You Teaching the True Thanksgiving Story? 

by Gary Hopkins, 

Education World ® Editor-in-Chief 

Are you teaching the True Thanksgiving story or is the version you're passing on 

to your students a blend of fact and myth? Are you ready to set the record 

straight? 

"I propose that there may be a good deal that many of us do not know about our 

Thanksgiving holiday and also about the 'First Thanksgiving' story," says Chuck Larsen 

in the introduction to Teaching About Thanksgiving. "I also propose that what most of us 

have learned about the Pilgrims and the Indians who were at the first Thanksgiving at 

Plymouth Plantation is only part of the truth."  

"When you build a lesson on only half of the information, then you are not teaching the 

whole truth," Larsen adds.  

Larsen seems to know of what he speaks. As a public school teacher, a historian, and 

an American of Indian heritage, Larsen has always had a difficult time teaching about 

the Thanksgiving holiday.  

"Every year I have been faced with the professional and moral dilemma of just how to 

be honest and informative with my children at Thanksgiving without passing on 

historical distortions, and racial and cultural stereotypes," Larsen says in his 

introduction.  

"The problem is that part of what you and I learned in our childhood about the 'Pilgrims' 

and 'Squanto' and the 'First Thanksgiving' is a mixture of both history and myth," Larsen 

continues. "But the theme of Thanksgiving has truth and integrity far above and beyond 

what we and our forebearers have made of it. Thanksgiving is a bigger concept than 

just the story of the founding of Plymouth Plantation."  

Larsen goes on to try to sort out the myth from the true history in his introduction to 

"Teaching About Thanksgiving," a project of The Fourth World Documentation Project of 

The Center for World Indigenous Studies. The project includes an accurate telling of 

"The Plymouth Thanksgiving Story" along with study and discussion questions, ideas for 

enrichment, art projects, and authentic recipes -- all intended to enable teachers to 

accurately portray the events surrounding the first Thanksgiving.  

http://www.halcyon.com/pub/FWDP/Americas/tchthnks.txt


  
 

 

In closing his introduction, Larsen provokes with a question: "What started as an 

inspirational bit of New England folklore soon grew into the full-fledged American 

Thanksgiving we now know... But was [that 'First Thanksgiving'] really our first 

Thanksgiving?"  

"There really was a true Thanksgiving story of Plymouth Plantation," Larsen says. "But I 

strongly suggest that there has always been a Thanksgiving story of some kind or other 

for as long as there have been human beings. There was also a 'First' Thanksgiving in 

America, but it was celebrated thirty thousand years agoéEvery last Thursday in 

November we now partake in one of the oldest and most universal of human 

celebrations, and there are many Thanksgiving stories to tell."  

Stereotypes, For Example 

"Teaching About Thanksgiving" offers a handful of the "old stereotypes" that are often 

reinforced in classrooms across the United States. According to the article, "If you enact 

the story of the first thanksgiving as a pageant or drama in your classroom, here are 

some things to consider:  

¶ "Indians should wear appropriate clothing. NO WARBONNETS! A blanket draped 

over one shoulder is accurate for a simple outfit.  

¶ "Squanto and Samoset spoke excellent English. Other Indians would have said 

things in the Algonkian language.  

¶ "These people were noted for their formal speaking style.  

¶ "Indians in the Woodlands area did not have tipis or horses, so these should not 

be part of any scenery or backdrop.  

¶ "Any food served should be authentic. The following would be appropriate: corn 

soup, succotash, white fish, red meat, various fowl (turkey, partridge, duck), 

berries (including whole cranberries), maple sugar candies, corn starch candy 

(believe it or not, candy corn is almost authentic except for the colored dyes), 

watercress, any kind of bean (red, black, green, pinto), squashé."  

 

Larsen has detractors...  

Caleb Johnson, creator of the MayflowerHistory.com Web pages, claims that Larsen's 

"Teaching About Thanksgiving" contains many factual errors. Among the facts above 

disputed by Johnson is the idea that "Squanto and Samoset spoke excellent English." 

They spoke broken English at best, Johnson writes.  

In Thanksgiving on the Net: Roast Bull with Cranberry Sauce, Jeremy Bangs makes an 

effort to sift through the "more than two hundred websites that 'correct' our assumptions 

http://www.mayflowerhistory.com/
http://www.sail1620.org/history/articles/93-roast-bull-cranberry-sauce.html


  
 

 

about Thanksgiving" and set the record straight. "Setting people straight about 

Thanksgiving myths has become as much a part of the annual holiday as turkey, 

cranberry sauce, and pumpkin pie," he writes.  

The American Indian Perspective 

"Young children's conceptions of American Indians often develop out of media 

portrayals and classroom role playing of the events of the First Thanksgiving. That 

conception of American Indians gained from such early exposure is both inaccurate and 

potentially damaging to others," says Debbie Reese in "Teaching Young Children About 

American Indians," an ERIC Digest (May 1996).  

For example, a visitor to a child care center heard a four-year-old saying, "Indians aren't 

people. They're all dead." "This child," Reese says, "had already acquired an inaccurate 

view of American Indians, even though her classmates were children of many cultures, 

including a American Indian child."  

"By failing to challenge existing biases we allow children to adopt attitudes based on 

inaccuracies," Reese continues.  

"Most of the commercially prepared teaching materials available present a generalized 

image of American Indian people with little or no regard for differences that exist from 

tribe to tribe," Reese adds. "Many popular children's authors unwittingly perpetuate 

stereotypes. Richard Scarry's books frequently contain illustrations of animals dressed 

in buckskin and feathers, while Mercer Mayer's alphabet book includes an alligator 

dressed as an Indian."  

Teaching Suggestions: Positive Strategies 

A number of positive strategies can be used in classrooms, writes Reese.  

1. "Provide knowledge about contemporary American Indians to balance historical 

information. Teaching about American Indians exclusively from a historical 

perspective may perpetuate the idea that they exist only in the past.  

2. "Prepare units about specific tribes rather than units about "American Indians." 

For example, develop a unit about the people of Nambe Pueblo, the Turtle 

Mountain Chippewa, the Potawotami. Ideally, choose a tribe with a historical or 

contemporary role in the local community. Such a unit will provide children with 

culturally specific knowledge (pertaining to a single group) rather than 

overgeneralized stereotypes.  



  
 

 

3. "Locate and use books that show contemporary children of all colors engaged 

in their usual, daily activities (for example, playing basketball or riding bicycles) 

as well as traditional activities. Make the books easily accessible to children 

throughout the school year. Three excellent titles on the Pueblo Indians of New 

Mexico are Pueblo Storyteller by Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith; Pueblo Boy: Growing 

Up In Two Worlds by Marcia Keegan; and Children of Clay by Rina Swentzell.  

4. "Cook ethnic foods but be careful not to imply that all members of a particular 

group eat a specific food.  

5. "Be specific about which tribes use particular items, when discussing cultural 

artifacts (such as clothing or housing) and traditional foods. The Plains tribes 

use feathered headdresses, for example, but not all other tribes use them.  

6. "Critique a Thanksgiving poster depicting the tradtitional, stereotyped Pilgrim 

and Indian figures, especially when teaching older elementary school children. 

Take care to select a picture that most children are familiar with, such as those 

shown on grocery bags or holiday greeting cards. Critically analyze the poster, 

noting the many tribes the artist has combined into one general image that fails 

to provide accurate information about any single tribe.  

7. "At Thanksgiving, shift the focus away from reenacting the 'First Thanksgiving.' 

Instead, focus on items children can be thankful for in their own lives, and on 

their families' celebrations of Thanksgiving at home."  

"Besides using these strategies in their classrooms, teachers need to educate 

themselves," Reese continues. "Stereotyping is not always obvious to people 

surrounded by mainstream culture. Numerous guidelines have been prepared to aid in 

the selection of materials that work against stereotypes."  

"Much remains to be done to counter stereotypes of American Indians learned by young 

children in our society," writes Reese in the conclusion to her ERIC Digest. "Teachers 

must provide accurate instruction not only about history but also about the 

contemporary lives of American Indians."  

Source:  http://www.educationworld.com/a_curr/curr040.   

 

 

http://www.educationworld.com/a_curr/curr040


  
 

 

Historic Florida Indians by Jerry Wilkinson 

From the beginning, the human race has progressed to higher and more efficient life 

styles.  The various Indian cultures banded together into what we now call tribes.  

Those that were here when Columbus made his voyage are referred to as historic 

Indians or pre-Columbian Indians.  Therefore, with the arrival of the white man and his 

written language, out went the prehistoric times and in came the historic times.  

Fragments of written evidence, such as hand written ships logs and guides (derroteros) 

began to appear. 

At the beginning of the historic period, in 1492 AD, it is conservatively estimated that 

there were about 100,000 Indians living in Florida.  Some estimate as many as 350,000.  

Accepting the first estimate, the distribution is thought of as this:  Timucuans in the 

northeast, 40,000; Apalachee and Pensacola in the northwest, 25,000; Tocobaga in the 

west-central, 8,000; Calusa in the southwest, 20,000; Tequesta in the southeast, 5,000; 

Jeaga, Jobe and Ais in the east-central, 2,000.  There were others, as well as sub-

groups; i.e., Saturiwa, Santaluces, Boca Ratones, Tocobaga, etc.  By the late 1700s, it 

is thought that all of these indigenous Indians were gone.  Also, note that there is no 

mention of the Seminoles, as they did not enter Florida until the early 1700s. 

Please be aware that all these Indian names, and those given later, were names given 

by their so-called educated new world explorers, primarily Europeans.  The presumed 

names would be recorded phonetically by each writer.  Even the Seminoles, who are 

not indigenous Florida Indians, never did - and still do not ï call themselves when 

speaking privately among themselves. 

There exists considerable debate about which historic Indians were the early inhabitants 

of the Keys.  Historians are relatively certain that the Florida West Coast Calusa was 

dominant and exercised political control over the east coast Tequestaôs.  However, the 

two tribeôs pottery differs and fragments of pottery found in the Keys often indicate 

presence of the Tequesta, but the living areas (middens) were shell mounds indicating 

Calusa.  There is also mounting evidence that the Caribbean Island Indians may have 

also inhabited the Keys.  The present archaeological evidence is not conclusive, other 

than the general reference by European travelers to the Matecumbes as the Keys 

Indians. 

Another explanation is that the Calusa was actually a confederation of other tribes 

including the Tequesta, Ais, Jeaga and others.  All of these major tribes are thought to 

have been composed of sub-tribes usually named after their respective chiefs, possibly 

giving rise to names like Matecumbes, Bahiahondas and Biscaynos.  The latter were 

the names prevalently used by the early European travelers to the Keys and the former 

names to those of the mainland.  This compares with a person who could be described 



  
 

 

as Irish, American, Floridian, Dade Countian and Miamian, but there is still only one 

person.  Ethnology deals with not only the place of origin, but with subsequent divisions 

and distributions. 

I recommend that the serious Florida Keysô Indian student consult the 1991 and 1994 

published books by John Hann titled Missions to the Calusa, Tacachale edited by 

Milanich and Proctor, and Floridaôs First People by robin C. Brown.  One problem that I 

found was when the Spanish used the word transcribed as ñCayo or Keyò, how does 

one know if it is the Monroe County Keys or some other Florida Key such as those on 

Floridaôs west coast.  The only time I feel certain is when they refer to the Martyrs.  

Often the term ñKeys Indiansò included the Calusa, Tequesta and other south Florida 

Indians. 

The Spanish did most of the early historic writings of the Keys and the following is 

presented to introduce the Indian/Spanish attitude in these early times. 

When Christopher Columbus made his second voyage to Cuba in 1494 with his son 

Diego as second in charge, the Indians were absolutely friendly.  Seventeen years later, 

when Diego sent Diego Velasquez to Cuba, he was greeted with a cloud of arrows.  

Chief Hatuey had crossed the Windward Passage from Hispaniola to Cuba and had 

informed the local natives how terribly the Spanish in Hispaniola were treating the 

Indians. 

Ponce de Leon was not treated as badly by the Florida Indians on his first trip in 1513 

as he was on his second voyage in 1521.  It is generally assumed that Spanish slave 

ships had visited the Florida coast in between de Leonôs voyages and had alienated the 

Indians. 

The slavers were visiting the Americas as early as 1502.  It was reported that the 

Indians screamed Spanish words at Ponce de Leon on his second trip.  How else could 

they have so quickly learned Spanish words?   

Anyway, relations between the Indians and the Spanish went from bad to worse as time 

passed, although it was not always predictable.  There were many mixed stories.  In 

1565, Pedro Menendez on his first trip rescued Spanish survivors who had lived with 

the Calusa for 20 years.  They had survived the supposedly one-a-year sacrifices to the 

gods.  Hernando de Soto, in 1539, found Juan Ortiz near Tampa.  Ortiz had been 

allowed to live by the intercession of Tocobagan Chief Ucitaôs daughter and had even 

been traded among tribes.  (This was 68 years before the John Smith-Pocahontas even 

at Jamestown.)  On the east coast of Florida, a silversmith was allegedly spared to 

fashion silver articles for his captors from salvaged shipwrecks. 



  
 

 

It seemed that when European explorers landed on the Florida coasts in the 1500s, the 

very first thing they did was to kill somebody.  The Spanish, French and English killed 

each other if no one else was available.  The Indians came to expect this from the 

Europeans.  This made it very difficult and dangerous for innocent shipwreck victims 

and missionaries to survive at the hands of the wary Indians. 

One of the better documented accounts of the early Indians is found in the memoirs of 

Hernando dôEscalante Fontaneda, who was shipwrecked around 1549 when he was 13 

years old.  He was taken captive by the Florida Indians and lived with them for 17 years 

before being released and returned to Spain.  Some seven years later, the mature 

Fonteneda wrote his memoirs, which have been translated into English. 

We are not sure of the located where he was shipwrecked, how he survived and the 

exact extent of his travels, although they were quite extensive.  However, Fontaneda 

does give an understandable description of the Keys (islands nearer to the mainland) 

and even names the two villages of Cuchiyaga and Guarugunbe.  (Variations of these 

two names appear in many early Spanish maritime records.)  He gave a few hints of 

where they were located.  He knew the ocean channels and understood the position of 

the Keys in respect to Cuba and the Bahamas.  References were made to the Calusas, 

the Tequestas and the Lake of Mayaima, et cetera, but he does not name the Keysô 

group of Indians specifically.   

Another account is the Jonathan Dickinson Journal first published by the Quakers in 

1699.  Jonathan Dickinson, his wife and infant son, and a party of about 20 in all were 

shipwrecked on the Florida East Coast in 1696.  He recounts their harrowing journey 

from Indian village to village to reach St. Augustine.  Copies of both are in most 

libraries. 

For Keys history, the American Indians that were here started the wrecking industry, an 

industry that was continued into the late 1800s.  They salvaged the crews, cargoes and 

flotsam of wrecked ships.  About all that changed when the Bahamians and Americans 

become involved were the methods and means of disposal.    

There is also a petition to Spain by Pedro Menendez in 1573 of an incident with the 

Matecumbe Indians.  Eight Spanish were killed and one was spared.  He was kept as a 

slave and fed by an Indian friend.  Who were the Matecumbes?  Were they Tequesta, 

Calusa, or a separate group?  One explanation is that every time a Spanish group met a 

group of Indians, regardless of size, they gave them names. 

By the 1600s the word was out and the Indians were smarter.  For one thing, they were 

trading with the Spanish much more.  Gonzalez de Barcia reported they were selling 

cardinals (the red birds) to the Spanish crews for $6 and $10 apiece.  European 



  
 

 

diseases were by now taking a heavy toll on the indigenous Indians who possessed no 

immunity, even to the simplest European diseases.  Spanish fishermen from Cuba 

began to fish cooperatively with the Native Floridians.  Soon a sizable trade industry 

existed between the two cultures. 

In 1711, the Catholic Bishop in Havana sent two ships under Captain Luis Perdomo to 

rescue Indians of the Keys.  Havana had received word that British backed Indians from 

North Florida were destroying South Florida villages and selling the Indians as slaves.  

These northern Indians were most likely portions of the Creek Confederacy, later known 

as the Seminoles.  Captain Perdomo brought back 270 indigenous Indians, but said he 

would have brought more than 2,000 had he had the vessels.  Of the 270 refugees, 200 

died of European diseases in Cuba and 18 returned to Florida.  In 1743, another 

attempt was made, but the priests did about as much harm as good.  The priests 

admitted setting fire to an Indian house of worship and to committing other acts against 

perceived idolatry, but the Indians stood fast in their beliefs. 

In 1743, Spain sent Fathers Josephs Alana and Monaco to the Florida Keys as 

missionaries.  After stopping at Cayo de Guessos (Key West) and Cayo Frances (Indian 

Key), they settled at the mouth of the Miami River.  In truth, Virginia Key and Key 

Biscayne are Florida Keys.  The next year the mission was canceled.  The Spanish had 

been bringing ñKeys Indiansò to Havana since 1704 and they either died of ñscattered 

until they returned to the Keys.ò 

The last major exodus occurred when the Spanish traded Florida to England.  Bernard 

Romans wrote in 1763 about 80 indigenous Florida Indian families who had fled from 

the Keys on a ship bound for Havana.  Present documentation seems to suggest that 

the embarkation occurred from St. Augustine.  Some of these may have returned later 

to form the ñSpanish Indians.ò  Some may have hidden in the Everglades. 

The Florida Indians, indigenous and immigrant (Seminole), were being annihilated in 

Florida by disease, by the white man or by their own kind.  Over a century later in 1880, 

it is reported that only 208 Seminoles remained and the Seminoles themselves had 

been immigrants to Florida for no more than two centuries.   

In summary, indigenous natives lived in the Keys until early 1700.  They shared the 

Keys with the Creeks, later to be known as Seminoles, until around 1770.  Afterwards, 

the Keys were primarily used by the Seminoles.  NOTE:  In 1771, the Florida Creeks 

and their associates began to be referred to as Seminoles. 

Source:  http://www.keyshistory.org/histindians.html 

http://www.keyshistory.org/histindians.html


  
 

 

American Indian Culture Areas, Map, and Representative  
Photographs and Images 

 
In the study of American Indians, it is common to divide the  

Americas into geographic regions known as culture areas. Since the environment 

determines many ways of life, tribes within each culture area often share a significant  

number of cultural characteristics (e.g., methods of obtaining food such as hunting or 

farming; types of housing; types of clothing). 

 

The number of cultural areas for American Indians in North America varies from one 

reference to another.  The culture areas often include: Eastern Woodlands (often 

divided by Southeast and Northeast tribes); Plains; Southwest; California Intermountain; 

Northwest Coast; and Arctic and Subarctic.  See the map that follows. 

 

The following pages include background information and representative photos and 

images of four major culture groups: Southwest, Eastern Woodlands, Northwest Coast 

and Plains. 

 

Students interested in studying other culture areas and the tribes found within them are 

encouraged to explore the following websites: 

 

http://www.american-indians.net/cultures.htm 

http://www.history.com/topics/native-american-history/native-american-cultures  

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/award98/ienhtml/tribes.html  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.american-indians.net/cultures.htm
http://www.history.com/topics/native-american-history/native-american-cultures
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/award98/ienhtml/tribes.html


  
 

 

 

Culture Area Map 

 

 

Source: 

https://www.google.com/search?q=american+indian+culture+areas&rlz=1C1RNLG_enU

S526US526&espv=2&biw=1920&bih=979&tbm=isch&imgil=29i9c7kF76gxBM%253A%2

53BpNJ51doQQEBGVM%253Bhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Ffacult  

 

 

https://www.google.com/search?q=american+indian+culture+areas&rlz=1C1RNLG_enUS526US526&espv=2&biw=1920&bih=979&tbm=isch&imgil=29i9c7kF76gxBM%253A%253BpNJ51doQQEBGVM%253Bhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Ffacult
https://www.google.com/search?q=american+indian+culture+areas&rlz=1C1RNLG_enUS526US526&espv=2&biw=1920&bih=979&tbm=isch&imgil=29i9c7kF76gxBM%253A%253BpNJ51doQQEBGVM%253Bhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Ffacult
https://www.google.com/search?q=american+indian+culture+areas&rlz=1C1RNLG_enUS526US526&espv=2&biw=1920&bih=979&tbm=isch&imgil=29i9c7kF76gxBM%253A%253BpNJ51doQQEBGVM%253Bhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Ffacult


  
 

 

Culture Area - Southwest Tribes 

The Native Americans from the southwest region of the United States inhabited in the 

present-day states of New Mexico, South Colorado, Arizona, and northern Mexico. The 

Apache, Hopi, Navajo, Pueblo, and Zuni tribes were the predominant tribes that made 

up the Southwest Indians. 

Although the environment in the southwest is dry, with occasional droughts, the soil is 

fertile. This allowed the Southwest Indians to cultivate the land using their indigenous 

techniques of dry farming and irrigation. 

The Zuni population lived mainly in New Mexico. The tribe was renowned for its 

ceremonial dances. The Pueblo, on the other hand, were primarily sedentary farmers 

who also excelled in pottery, textiles, as well as construction of underground chambers 

known as 'Kivas', which they used for religious ceremonies. The Apache Indians were 

hunters and gatherers who were skilled in horticulture. They were famous for their 

fighting prowess, and presently, they have a sizable population in Arizona and New 

Mexico. 

The Navajo Indians, or Dine, were by far the largest tribe of them all, and they were 

some of the first farmers who cultivated melons, beans, and corn. They lived in houses 

called 'Hogans', which were made of wooden barks and mud. The door of 

a Hogan always faced east, to welcome the rising sun. 

The Hopi Indians descended from the Pueblos, but they have a unique language. 

Presently, they reside in Arizona's Black Mesa. Traditionally, after a baby was born, the 

naming responsibility would be given to the village elders. Then, the baby would be 

carried to a cliff and named when the light of the rising sun touched the baby. The Hopis 

were also expert craftsmen who were known for their exquisitely crafted 'Kachinas', 

which were wooden dolls dressed in masks and costumes. The basket-making 

techniques that they used several centuries ago are still being applied today. 

The Southwest Indians used to wear dresses that were made of flowers and feathers. 

Besides their unique clothing, their skills in pottery, basket-making, and other crafts 

made them stand out from the other Native American tribes. Turquoise stones were 

considered sacred objects among the Southwest Indians, and they were used to 

promote happiness, health, and prosperity. 

Source:  http://tribaldirectory.com/information/southwest-indians.html   

 

 

 

http://inkido.indiana.edu/w310work/romac/swest.htm
http://www.crystalinks.com/zuni.html
http://www.talltimberroad.com/trip/images/kivas.jpg
http://www.greatdreams.com/apache/apache-tribe.htm
http://historytogo.utah.gov/utah_chapters/american_indians/navajoindians.html
http://www.kstrom.net/isk/maps/houses/hogan.html
http://www.accessgenealogy.com/native/tribes/hopi/hopeindianhist.htm
http://www.nativeamericanlinks.com/kachina/kachina.htm
http://tribaldirectory.com/information/southwest-indians.html


  
 

 

Culture Area - Southwest Tribes continued 

Zuni men 

 

 

Source:  http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/  

http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/


  
 

 

Culture Area - Southwest Tribes continued 

Navajo woman and children 

 

 

Source: http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/    

 

 

http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/


  
 

 

Culture Area - Southwest Tribes continued 

Apache bride 

 

Source: http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/

http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/


  
 

 

 

Culture Area - Southwest Tribes continued 

Taos Pueblo in New Mexico 

  

Source: http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/ 

 

 

http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/


  
 

 

Culture Area - Southwest Tribes continued 

 

Apache dwelling 

 

Source: http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/ 

http://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/pictures/


  
 

 

Culture Area - Eastern Woodlands 

The Eastern Woodland Indians are Native Americans that inhabit the eastern part of the 

United States. In some cases, this group of Indians has been known to live in 

northwestern states such as Tennessee and Kentucky. The lifestyle of this tribe is 

similar to the life of other Indians. Traditionally, Eastern Woodland Indians live in log 

homes. Since Native Americans are hard-workers, they build their own homes from 

trees, bark, and grass. Some homes are also constructed from twigs, branches, and 

mud-clay. Husbands and fathers are the primary builders. Older children may assist 

with building, wherein fathers can train their sons. Normally, women do not participate in 

building homes. However, they may assist the project by gathering materials. 

Eastern Woodland Indians kill and prepare their own food. Along with home 

construction, fathers also teach their sons how to hunt and fish. The typical diet consists 

of animal meat such as deer, rabbit, bison, and bear. Additionally, the Indians enjoyed a 

host of delicious nuts, berries, beans, and vegetables (corn and squash). Both males 

and females worked in the fields. With their young children attached to their back, 

mothers would plant seeds and harvest the fields. There was no need to water the 

fields. For this matter, the Eastern Woodland Indians relied on water from the sky. 

This particular Indian tribe spoke several different languages and dialects. However, 

their cultural beliefs and way of life are the same. Some of the different languages 

include Iroquoian and Algonquian languages. Additionally, there were many groups 

such as the Cayuga, Mohawk, Onondaga, and Seneca tribes. Since the Eastern 

Woodland Indians reside in the forest, they have uncovered many different uses for 

wood. Today, the Woodland Indians take advantage of forest wood, and it is primarily 

used for houses, canoes, cooking utensils, hunting equipment, etc. 

Source:  http://www.indians.org/articles/eastern-woodland-indians.html  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.indians.org/articles/eastern-woodland-indians.html


  
 

 

Culture Area - Eastern Woodlands continued 

Iroquois men 

 

Source:  

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=

1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm=  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm
http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm


  
 

 

Culture Area - Eastern Woodlands continued 

Cherokee hunter 

 

 

Source: 

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=

1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm=  

 

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm
http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm


  
 

 

Culture Area - Eastern Woodlands continued 

Chippewa mother and child 

 

Source:  

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=

1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm=  

 

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm
http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm


  
 

 

Culture Area ï Eastern Woodlands continued 

Wampanoag wigwam 

 

 

Source: 

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=

1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm=      

 

http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm
http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=active&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm


  
 

 

Culture Area ï Eastern Woodlands continued 

Iroquois Longhouse 

Source: http://portfolio.educ.kent.edu/mcclellandr/zackthezipper/easternwoodland.htm 

Longhouse Interior 

Source:http://www.google.com/search?q=eastern+woodland+indians+photos&safe=act

ive&rlz=1C1CHMI_enUS332US332&es_sm=    

http://portfolio.educ.kent.edu/mcclellandr/zackthezipper/easternwoodland.htm


  
 

 

Culture Area - Northwest Coast Tribes 

Northwest Coast Indians were found in Oregon, Washington, and even as far north as 

Alaska. Some of the tribes that inhabited those states were the Bella Coola, Haida, 

Kwakiuts, Makah, Nez Perce, Nisqualli, Nootka, Quinault, Puyallup, Salish, Snohomish, 

Spokane, Shuswap, Swinomish, Tlingit, and Tsimshian. 

The Northwest Coast Indians were considered rich compared to the other Indian 

nations. They were considered rich because they had both an abundance of food and 

sturdy shelter. As with most tribes, the women did chores each day. This included 

weaving baskets and mats, collecting berries, making clothing, and cleaning house. The 

menôs day consisted of hunting and fishing. The Northwest Coast Indians built canoes 

from cedar trees. The tribe split trees in two, which was perfect for making a canoe. The 

canoes were 50 feet long and could hold up to 20 warriors and 10,000 pounds of fish. 

The Northwest Coast Indians did not live in teepees like other tribes, but built 

longhouses out of wide cedar planks. These longhouses could be very large and if it 

was built by the tribe, the chief was in charge of assigning who lived in each longhouse. 

If it was built by an individual, he and his family lived in that longhouse. However, if the 

owner of the house died, it was often burned to the ground for fear of the ownerôs spirit 

haunting the family if they remained in the house. 

The Northwest Coast Indians used totem poles to tell stories, but they did not create the 

first totem poles. Totem poles were brought to them through trade and they loved them 

so, they started creating their own. Because the Northwest Coast Indians had no written 

language, the totem poles were a very important part of their culture. The totem poles 

allowed them to record stories, legends, and myths through images. 

Source:  http://www.indians.org/articles/northwest-coast-indians.html  

http://www.indians.org/articles/northwest-coast-indians.html


  
 

 

Culture Area ï Northwest Coast continued 

Tlingit men in ceremonial dress 

 

Source: http://www.sheldonmuseum.org/_images/_images_Vignettes/potlatch_sitka.jpg 

   

 

 

 

 

 


