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Introducti
on: The
Untold
Story of a
Shared
Heritage

For centuries,
the narrative of
American history
has been drawn
in stark black
and white lines.
We learn about
the arrival of

Europeans, the

Africans, and the
displacement of
Native
Americans. But
what about the
people who
existed in the
spaces between
these stories?
What about the
families who
carry both
African and
Indigenous
ancestry? This is
the story of
Black Indians
A Hidden

Heritage—a

enslavementd ofm rich,rsccomplex,
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and often
deliberately
erased history of
Afro-Native
people who have
shaped the
American
experience from
its earliest days.

The term Black
Indians A
Hidden

Heritage is not
just a label; it is
a revelation. It
speaks to a
community that
has faced dual
discrimination, a
culture that has
been

fragmented, and
a genealogy that
has been denied.
Yet, despite
centuries of
erasure, the
legacy of Black
Indians endures
in the language

we speak, the
music we love,
the food we eat,
and the
bloodlines that
run through
millions of
American
families. This
article seeks to
uncover that
hidden heritage,
exploring its
origins, its
struggles, its
cultural
contributions,
and the ongoing
fight for
recognition.

The
Origins of
Black
Indians in
American
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History —and

The relationship

between
Africans and
Native
Americans
predates the

founding of the
United States. It
is a story of
alliance,
intermarriage,
shared
resistance, and,
at times, painful
division.
Understanding
these origins is
essential to

Alliances

Long before the
transatlantic
slave trade
reached its peak,
African
explorers,
slaves, and free
people made
their way to the
Americas. In
many cases, they
encountered
Indigenous
peoples who had
never seen a
black-skinned
person before.
These early
encounters were

grasping the often marked by
depth of Black curiosity and
Indians A Mmutual respect.
Hidden Some Africans
. were taken in by
Heritage. tribes, married
into families,

Early nd
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arrived through
the Spanish and
French systems,
where Africans
and Native
Americans often
worked side by

side in labor
camps and
missions.

By the 18th
century, a
distinct pattern
emerged. As
European

colonists pushed
westward,
runaway
slaves—known
as
Maroons—fled
into Native
territories. Many
tribes,
particularly in
the Southeast,
offered
sanctuary. This
was not always
altruistic; some

tribes enslaved
Black people
themselves,
while others saw
military and
economic

advantages in
forming

alliances. Yet,
for a significant
number, the
bonds formed
were genuine,
leading to
generations of
mixed families.

Slavery and
Shared
Struggles

The reality of
Black Indians
A Hidden
Heritage cannot
be separated
from the
institution of
slavery. Both
Africans and
Native
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Americans were  Seminole
enslaved by Maroons,
Europeans. In became
fact, Native legendary for
American their fierce
slavery was resistance and
common in the their wunique
early colonial culture that
period, with tens blended African
of thousands of and Creek
Indigenous traditions.
people shipped
to the Caribbean The Five
and South o oqe
America. This Civilized
shared Tribes
experience of
bondage created and
common ground. African
In the Seminole .

Wars of Florida, Herltage

for example,
Black freedom
fighters and
Seminole

warriors fought
side by side
against the U.S.
government. The

Nowhere is the
story of Black
Indians A
Hidden
Heritage more
complicated
than in the Five

Black S 1 Sivilized Tril
alsopknowmndasm of;thesSoutheast:
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the Cherokee,
Choctaw,
Chickasaw,
Creek
(Muscogee), and
Seminole. These
tribes adopted
many European
customs,
including
plantation
system and
chattel slavery.
As a result, they
also became
home to large
populations of
enslaved and
free African
Americans.

the

Cherokee
Freedmen

The Cherokee
Nation is
perhaps the
most well-known
example of this
dual legacy. By
the early 19th

century,
wealthy
Cherokee
families owned
Black slaves.
Interracial
relationships
between
Cherokee men
and enslaved
Black women
were common,
producing
children who
were often
considered Black
under the tribe's
laws. After the
Civil War, the
Cherokee Nation
was forced by
the U.S.
government to
sign a treaty in
1866 that
granted full
citizenship
rights to the
Freedmen—the
formerly
enslaved people

many
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of the tribe

fanl|
T

However, these
rights have been
contested
repeatedly.

In the 20th and
21st centuries,
the Cherokee
Nation has
struggled over
the citizenship of
the Freedmen
descendants.
Some Cherokee
leaders argue
that the
Freedmen were
never truly
citizens of the
tribe, while
others point to
the 1866 treaty
as binding law.
This ongoing
legal battle is a
central part of
the hidden
heritage, as it
raises

is a Native
American? Can
you be both

Black and
Native? The
federal

government has
often recognized
Freedmen as
citizens of the
Cherokee Nation
for the purpose
of treaty
obligations, yet
the tribe itself
has at times
excluded them.
This tension
illustrates the
precarious

position of
Black Indians
A Hidden
Heritage in
contemporary
tribal politics.
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Chickasaw,
Creek, and
Seminole

Freedmen

The story
repeats across
the other tribes.
The Choctaw
Nation also had
a mixed-race
population that
included

Freedmen. The
Chickasaw were
more reluctant
to integrate
freed people.

The Creek
Nation had a
large Black
Creek

population, with
some individuals
holding high
status and
leadership roles.
The Seminole, as
mentioned, had
the most

integrated
society, where
Black people
often lived in
separate towns
but were
considered part
of the tribe. The
Dawes Rolls of
the late 19th
century, which
were used to
allot tribal lands
to individuals,
created separate
categories for
“Indians Dby
blood" and
"Freedmen."
This
bureaucratic
distinction has

had lasting
consequences,
as many

descendants of
those Freedmen
now struggle to
prove their tribal
citizenship.
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Cultural
Fusion
and
Identity

Beyond politics
and bloodlines,
the hidden
heritage of Black
Indians is most
vividly expressed
in culture. The
fusion of African
and Native
traditions
created
something
entirely new, yet
it has been
largely
overlooked in
mainstream
narratives.

Language,

o

One of the
clearest
examples is in
the Gullah
Geechee people
of the Sea
Islands. While
they are
primarily
recognized as
African
Americans, their
language and

culture contain
significant
Native American
elements,
including words
from the Creek
and Cherokee
languages.
Similarly, the
blues and early
country music
owe a debt to
the Black Indian
experience.
Instruments like

Mu@iﬁml@ﬁdﬂ from the-banjo; which
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has African
roots, were often
played by Native
Americans who
adopted it. The
famous musician
Jimi Hendrix had
Cherokee
ancestry, as did
many other
Black artists
who shaped
American music.

In the area of
foodways, dishes
like fry bread,
cornbread, and
wild rice dishes
show a blending
of African and
Native cooking
techniques. The
use of corn,
beans, and
squash—the "
Three Sisters" of
Native

agriculture—bec
ame staples in
African

American
kitchens. This
culinary heritage
is another layer
of the Black
Indians A
Hidden
Heritage story.

Spiritual
Practices
and the
Black Indian
Church

Religion also
bears the mark
of this fusion.
Many Black
Indian
communities
formed
independent
churches that
combined
African
American
evangelical
Christianity with
Native rituals.
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The

use of

communal

drumming, call-
and-response
singing, and ring
shouts in some
African
American
churches can be
traced to Native
ceremonial
practices. In
Oklahoma,
where many
Black Indians
were removed,
the "Black
Indian Church"
became a
distinct
institution, often
serving as a
gathering place
for families
whose identities
straddled both
worlds. These
churches
preserved oral
histories,

identity that
mainstream
society tried to
erase.

Erasure
and
Reclamati
on

Why is this
heritage hidden?
The answer lies
in a combination
of racism, legal
maneuvering,
and cultural
assimilation.
Understanding
the mechanisms
of erasure is key
to appreciating
the importance
of reclaiming
Black Indians

genealogies, and A Hidden
a senhsededofn Hexitage:,
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The Dawes
Rolls and
Jim Crow

The Dawes Rolls
of the late 1800s
were a
devastating tool.
The U.S.
government
decided to break
up tribal lands
by assigning
individual
allotments to
Native
Americans. To
do this, they
created rolls
listing tribal
members. Those
who were
considered
"mixed-blood" or
"Freedmen"
were often listed
separately or not
at all. The racial
ideology of the
time enforced a

one-drop rule: if
a person had any
African ancestry,
they were
considered
Black. This
meant that many
people who had
grown up in
Native
communities,
spoke Native
languages, and
followed Native
customs were
legally
reclassified as
Black. By doing
so, they lost
their tribal land
and their legal
standing as
Native
Americans.

Simultaneously,
Jim Crow laws in
the South forced
Black Indians to
choose sides.
Public facilities,
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churches were
segregated by
black and white.
Native
Americans who
were obviously
mixed-race were
pushed into
Black spaces.
Over
generations,
many families
lost their Native
language and
ceremonial
knowledge
because they
had to hide their
heritage to
survive. The
phrase "passing"
usually refers to
light-skinned
Black people
passing as white,
but many Black
Indians also
passed as simply
Black to avoid

Recognition
and
Challenges

Today, there is a
powerful

movement to
reclaim Black

Indians A
Hidden

Heritage. DNA
testing has

revealed that a
significant
percentage of
African
Americans have
Native American
ancestry.
However,
cannot
tribal
citizenship,
which is a
sovereign
political status.
Many tribes
define

DNA
prove

persecutiondcd from Membenship
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based on blood
gquantum (a
certain
percentage of
Native ancestry
from a
recognized
ancestor) or
lineal descent
from Dawes
Rolls enrollees.
Because the
Dawes Rolls
often excluded
Black Indians or
placed them in
separate
Freedmen
categories, their
descendants
may not qualify
for citizenship
even if they can
document their
lineage.

Tribes like the
Cherokee and
Seminole

continue to face
lawsuits and

protests over the
inclusion of
Freedmen

descendants.

Some tribes
have opened
their doors,
while others

have tightened
membership
requirements.
This is a painful
chapter because
it forces
individual
families to prove
their identity
against a legacy
of bureaucratic
racism.

Notable
Black
Indian
Figures

Throughout
history,
individuals who
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American
Indians A and Ojibwe
Hidden heritage.
Heritage have e Buffalo
made significant Soldiers:
contributions. Many of
Among them: the Black
cavalry
e Crispus units
Attucks: known as
Often Buffalo
called the Soldiers
first martyr had Native
of the American
American ancestry
ReVOIU_tiOH, and fought
Attucks alongside
was of or against
African and Native
Natick groups in
Native the West.
American e ZOoTa
descent. Neale
e Edmonia Hurston:
Lewis: A The famed
celebrated author and
sculptor in anthropolo
the 19th gist
century, documente
Lewis was d her own

pefvAfxieanfrom ges.cmﬁliﬂ(ﬁday
Giancarlo & Jaxson ¢ Every book is a new
adventure. « Page 15



heritage
and wrote
extensively
about
African
American
and Native
folklore.

¢ John
Horse: A
leader of
the Black
Seminoles,
Horse
negotiated
freedom
and land
for his
people
throughout
the 19th
century.

These figures
not only
represent the
diversity of
American

identity but
challenge the
simplistic racial

categories that
have dominated
history books.

Conclusio
n:
Embracin
ga
Hidden
Heritage

The story of
Black Indians
A Hidden
Heritage is not
a footnote—it is
a central chapter
in the American
narrative. It
reminds us that
identity cannot
be boxed into

singular
categories. For
millions of

people, the truth
lies in the blend:
the memory of a



Black Indians A Hidden
Heritage

who spoke a
Native language,
a family recipe
that uses wild
rice and hominy,
a dark-skinned
face with high
cheekbones, a
last name that
traces back to a
tribal roll. This
heritage has
been hidden,
denied, and
forgotten, but it
has never
disappeared. By
bringing it to
light, we honor

those who lived
between worlds
and built a
culture that is
profoundly
American in its
complexity. The
work of
reclamation
continues,
through
genealogy,
storytelling, and
advocacy. The
hidden is no
longer invisible,
and the story of
Black Indians is
finally being
told.
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