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“Too Light to Be Black, Too Dark to Be White”

   Redefi ning Occaneechi Identity through Community Education

lesley m. graybeal

The state of North Carolina is home to the largest contemporary pop-

ulation of American Indian people east of the Mississippi River, and 

among this population the Occaneechi Band of the Saponi Nation is 

one of the smallest tribes, counting approximately seven hundred mem-

bers who reside primarily in Alamance and Orange Counties. The Oc-

caneechi Band of the Saponi Nation is also one of the most recently rec-

ognized tribes by the state of North Carolina. The tribe reorganized in 

1984 as the Eno-Occaneechi Indian Association and received recogni-

tion from the state of North Carolina only in 2002, following a long le-

gal battle with the North Carolina Commission of Indian Affairs. Many 

of the present-day tribal members recalled knowing little of their Amer-

ican Indian heritage as children and being encouraged not to speak of it 

in public; as such, members of the reorganized tribe have devoted much 

effort to recovering historical information about the Occaneechis, dis-

playing this information to the local community, and strengthening 

their American Indian identities. In 2004, the tribe created the Home-

land Preservation Project—an open-air museum consisting of a series 

of reconstructions of Occaneechi ways of life—as a historical preserva-

tion project for the tribe and an educational resource for teaching visi-

tors about Occaneechi history.

The Homeland Preservation Project is a type of new museum, a cat-

egory that includes other tribal museums and ethnic museums made 

possible by fundamental changes in museum philosophy since the 

1960s.1 While museums have long been an authoritative knowledge 

source in Western culture, new museums have come to constitute an 

educational space that increasingly concerns itself with alternative con-
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structions of knowledge that have not historically been accommodat-
ed by mainstream museums or formal classrooms. Many indigenous 
groups have taken advantage of these developments by creating tribal 
museums, each guided by the tribe’s own history, population, culture, 
and set of circumstances. Tribal museums and other alternative muse-
ums have emerged as sites of struggle over representation and the revi-
sion of the past.2 Examining small, local museums in the United States 
as sites of active production, performance, and navigation of culture 
and identity can contribute to the scholarly understanding of the trans-
formative cultural process of self-representation. Much theoretical and 
case-study literature confi rms the expanding role of new museums in 
society, and this case study provides an opportunity to examine ways in 
which educational and cultural heritage representations were planned 
and performed by an indigenous group to not only inform non-indig-
enous members of the local community but to provide an educational 
service to their own members as well.3

The Homeland Preservation Project that the Occaneechi people cre-
ated likewise communicates an alternative narrative about Occanee-
chi history and culture to challenge that which visitors might fi nd at a 
more mainstream history museum or that which students might learn 
in schools. The Homeland Preservation Project provides the Occanee-
chi people involved in it with opportunities to construct, exercise, and 
display an identity that has been contested in the past. The museum has 
given the Occaneechi people an opportunity to represent themselves, 
and it goes hand-in-hand with the tribe’s efforts to become more visible 
in their community. This study examines the experiences of Occaneechi 
people planning and executing the Homeland Preservation Project in 
order to explore the importance that tribal members and staff place on 
the revitalization of past knowledge and the construction of contempo-
rary Occaneechi identity after many decades of racialized identity poli-
tics. Education has become a central focus of the contemporary tribe, 
and the Homeland Preservation Project is the staging ground for many 
educational programs and events. The study reveals evidence of pro-
gram planning that aims to decolonize the knowledge presented about 
American Indian culture and history by reshaping contemporary Oc-
caneechi identities through the recovery and sharing of historical and 
cultural knowledge.

This study of the Occaneechi Homeland Preservation Project uses 

naturalistic qualitative inquiry to learn how the goals and mission of 
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educational initiatives have been envisioned and enacted by tribal mem-

bers.4 I gathered data through interviews conducted with tribal council 

members, observations of meetings, visits to the Homeland Preserva-

tion Project site, and analysis of relevant documents and photographs 

detailing project planning and implementation.5 Because participants’ 

responses regarding their identities were often complicated and to some 

degree personally sensitive, I have kept participant identities confi den-

tial and removed any identifying information. In my attempt to repre-

sent Occaneechi perspectives and experiences, I follow Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith’s recommendation to consider indigenous interests, interpreta-

tions, and priorities in my study in order to avoid perpetuating research 

that appropriates Indigenous Knowledge.6 As K. Tsianina Lomowaima 

and Teresa L. McCarty argue, academics who work with American In-

dian issues have an obligation to seek out the “footprints of Native pres-

ence and understand them—not as singular exceptions but as moments 

in the historical narrative that help us link past to present.”7 In analyz-

ing their work as museum makers, I have been mindful of the extent 

to which the stories and experiences of Occaneechi people are part of 

a broader narrative of enduring American Indian presence and con-

tribute to its diversity. Even without federal recognition today, the his-

toric Occaneechi people, like many other indigenous peoples, were in-

volved in colonial politics and wars, relocated from their homeland, and 

adapted to changing treaty arrangements.8 In the South in particular, 

seeking out these “footprints of Native presence” has been diffi cult for 

tribes like the Occaneechis, who have not been consistently recognized 

as American Indians or even sought to be identifi ed as American Indi-

ans throughout their recent history. Purchasing the tract of farmland 

that would become the Homeland Preservation Project was deeply sig-

nifi cant to the Occaneechi people not only because it would help them 

to preserve an important settling ground in a long history of relocation 

and dispersal, but also because the alternative museum symbolizes en-

during indigenous presence and a dynamic Occaneechi culture.9

a reconstructed history: contextualizing 
the occaneechi band of the saponi nation

While all major federally recognized American Indian groups relocat-

ed to reservations in western U.S. territories in the nineteenth centu-
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ry, many of those without treaty relationships with the federal govern-

ment found opportunities to avoid relocation. Thus the legal, political, 

social, and economic conditions of indigenous peoples remaining in the 

American South historically and today have been affected more by their 

local communities than by federal Indian policy. These groups and in-

dividuals have worked to preserve their heritage and to reinforce a cul-

turally distinct identity in a society that has been constructed as biracial, 

often without the legal rights and fi nancial assistance, or even symbol-

ic legitimation, supplied by federal recognition. Because of the specifi c 

stipulations required for federal recognition, many small tribes that still 

exist in the South will likely never be granted federal status, but a num-

ber of tribes have sought and been granted state recognition in recent 

years, among them the Occaneechi Band of the Saponi Nation.

The University of North Carolina Siouan archaeological project and 

analysis of colonial documents have allowed anthropologists and his-

torians to piece together an understanding of the historic Occanee-

chi as powerful traders who underwent several migrations throughout 

the piedmont area of North Carolina and Virginia.10 The fi rst recorded 

mention of the historic Occaneechis is from John Lederer, who visit-

ed their island home on the Roanoke River in 1670. The Occaneechis 

controlled colonial trade in the piedmont region but lost their advanta-

geous position in a battle with Nathaniel Bacon in 1676. The survivors 

relocated south to the banks of the Eno River, near present-day Hill-

sborough, North Carolina, and established the village that John Law-

son visited in 1701.11 Devastated by disease and the commercial slave 

trade, by the early 1700s the Siouan tribes in the piedmont had lost 

much population and many towns were abandoned. The Occaneech-

is banded together with several other tribes and relocated to a trad-

ing fort in Virginia known as Fort Christanna. Robbie Ethridge, in her 

work on Mississippian cultures during the contact period, describes the 

phenomenon that many American Indian peoples in the South experi-

enced—fragmentation, migration, and coalition of multiple tribes—as 

the “Mississippian shatter zone.”12 The current name of the tribe recog-

nizes the merging of the Occaneechis, Saponis, and other tribes during 

this period. Archaeological investigations in present-day Hillsborough 

have confi rmed much of this historical record, and the present-day Oc-

caneechi people have used both colonial records and archaeological re-

search to reconstruct their own tribal history.13
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The tribal history also draws from legal records and family histories, 

which suggest that the ancestors of the contemporary tribe returned 

to the Eno River area between 1790 and 1820, establishing a settlement 

that would become known as Little Texas in a part of Orange Coun-

ty that would later become Alamance County.14 As Christopher Oak-

ley explains, small, isolated American Indian communities in the South 

like the Little Texas community were “acculturated but not assimilat-

ed,” indicating that even as the Occaneechis and other small tribes in 

the South gradually assumed European names and ways of living over 

the course of the 1700s and 1800s, many American Indian people stayed 

geographically and socially close to other members of their tribes.15 Ac-

cording to present-day tribal members, the core families that constitute 

the contemporary tribe were sometimes identifi ed by state and local 

governments as American Indians for the purposes of military records 

and school enrollment throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-

turies, and Occaneechi people established their own segregated church-

es and schools in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For the most 

part, though, the tribe was not recognized following the Fort Christan-

na period.16 Since the 1984 reorganization, the tribe has been governed 

by a nine-member tribal council elected by the tribal membership and 

headed by the council chair, with additional tribal offi ce staff hired by 

the council when funding is available.

the homeland preservation project: 
a landscape of symbols

The Occaneechi Homeland Preservation Project is an open-air muse-

um comprising several elements, some already put in place and oth-

ers in progress: a visitors’ center and exhibit area, educational nature 

trails, and historic reconstructions of both a seventeenth-century Oc-

caneechi village and a tobacco farm representing nineteenth- and twen-

tieth-century Occaneechi life. While the construction and maintenance 

of the Homeland Preservation Project has been largely the work of the 

tribal historian, the groundskeeper, and a handful of interested volun-

teers from the tribe, the tribal council has made the project central to 

the tribe’s mission of “preservation, protection and promotion of [Oc-

caneechi] history, culture and traditions.”17 The site was central to the 

tribe’s annual budget between 2004, when the project began, and 2011, 
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when the mortgage was paid in full and the tribal offi ce relocated to the 

site. The tribal council members interviewed for this study consistently 

spoke of the Homeland Preservation Project as a resource for the tribe 

that they hoped would serve as both a cultural and fi nancial asset in 

the future when they might be able to expand the site to include formal 

exhibit and classroom space and keep the museum open during regu-

lar hours. At present, the museum operates by appointment only and is 

staffed almost entirely by volunteers.

Because the tribe is not yet able to keep the site open to visitors on a 

regular basis, most visitors to the Homeland Preservation Project come 

during the annual School Days event in October. During the two-day 

event, the tribe recruits volunteers from within its membership, includ-

ing the youth group dancers and drum circle, Tutelo-Saponi language 

researchers, and craftspeople, as well as from the American Indian Cen-

ter at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and from other 

state tribes. New museums tend to embrace the idea that “culture is dy-

namic, always in transformation,” and such is certainly the case at the 

Occaneechi Homeland Preservation Project.18 Visitors to School Days 

see snapshots of a local indigenous culture from across a span of more 

than three hundred years. The reconstruction of a contact-era palisad-

ed village certainly draws the most attention from visitors; just outside 

the palisade, an Occaneechi volunteer demonstrates weapons that rep-

resent changes in hunting technologies, from spears to bows and ar-

rows. Other volunteers pass around animal hides for visitors to touch, 

or show examples of foods indigenous to the Americas—corn, beans, 

and squash—and a combination of baskets, clay pots, and metal trade 

goods representing contact-era cooking tools. At the nineteenth-centu-

ry reconstructed tobacco farm, still more Occaneechi volunteers dem-

onstrate the tools used by historic Occaneechi farmers. A cabin on the 

Homeland site was once the home of an Occaneechi family, whose 

members come to School Days to show the visitors the chores they did 

as children: grinding corn, chopping wood, and pumping water from 

a well. At the section of the Homeland site that houses the tribe’s pow-

wow grounds, visitors take part in powwow dances with an Occaneechi 

elder. Occaneechi people present all of these aspects of their heritage to 

visitors as equally representative of Occaneechi culture.

The many components of the Homeland Preservation Project not 

only display information about Occaneechi culture from the contact era 
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to the present day, but also act as symbols. The village, modeled on an 

archaeological dig site, for instance, is a symbol of historic Occaneechi 

culture that the contemporary tribe uses to educate tribal members and 

nonindigenous visitors, but it is also a symbol of American Indian his-

tory that would be recognizable to a scholarly community as well. The 

regalia that is worn by both the reenactors in the Occaneechi village and 

the dancers in the powwow circle is a recognizable symbol of American 

Indian identity to non-Indian visitors who may only be familiar with im-

ages of American Indians from Great Plains cultures, which are the larg-

est source of contemporary powwow culture. Ann McMullen has offered 

a useful discussion of how symbols of American Indian identity, such as 

powwow regalia, have played a signifi cant role in American Indian peo-

ples’ gaining recognition.19 McMullen explains the utility of different 

symbols for different audiences in American Indian identity politics:

Although being Indian is a recognized legal status, Indians must 

defend their uniqueness to local, state, and federal governments; 

local non-Native communities; and Native people (both within 

their group and outside), simultaneously addressing multiple au-

diences with different criteria and understanding of symbols.20

Yet in the midst of these recognizable symbols of American Indian 

identity, the Occaneechi Homeland Preservation Project also challeng-

es visitors’ preconceived notions of American Indians by providing a 

competing image of Occaneechi culture—tobacco farming. The recon-

structed cabin and smokehouse, the farming implements, and the heir-

loom crops on the Homeland site are symbols that the tribe wishes to 

promote as legitimate facets of the identities of Occaneechi individuals 

and the tribe as a whole, even as visitors might recognize such aspects of 

the site as more general symbols of the local area’s rural, agriculture way 

of life. The reconstructions demonstrate that there is more than one 

way to depict Occaneechi history and culture. As the tribal historian ex-

plained in an interview in December 2009,

When we bring visitors out there, what we want them to under-

stand is that, yes, you have this 1680 reconstructed village and this 

is how the Native people lived then, but times change and the life-

ways change, and in 1930 just because you were plowing tobacco 

with a mule didn’t mean you weren’t Indian. It just means that the 
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lifeways change. We want people to understand that Indian people 

are still here; it’s just things are different than they were three hun-

dred years ago.

The many Occaneechi people who volunteer to host the event also as-

sert to visitors that they are “still here,” whether they are dressed in rega-

lia or blue jeans. One tribal member, who regularly volunteers on the site 

both in the Occaneechi village and in the powwow circle, explained her 

frustration when children visiting the site ask her if she is a “real Indian”:

I guess because all they’ve seen of Indians is in the book and on 

TV, and that’s how they’re supposed to look. And it’s not so, you 

know. True enough, I have regalia. I put it on however often I need 

to put it on, you know. But, you know . . . we don’t dress like that 

every day.

Pointing to the Occaneechi T-shirt she was wearing, she added, “Al-

though I do let people know who I am.” Both the reconstructions and 

the people themselves on the Homeland site have symbolic meaning in 

the explicit and implicit messages they send to visitors; as the following 

sections address, these symbols sometimes overlap and create tension 

as Occaneechi people work to simultaneously assert the difference of 

their American Indian identities within a biracial society and maintain 

a sense of belonging.

race and american indian status in the south

For many of the Occaneechi people who participate in the Homeland 

Preservation Project, a major role of the Homeland site is to give the 

tribe and its members a voice in representing themselves and their cul-

ture, and this role is born out of a feeling among Occaneechi people 

that their ancestors experienced a distinct lack of opportunity to speak 

about their American Indian identities. Because American Indian peo-

ple in the South were often labeled as “colored” by nonindigenous 

neighbors and classifi ed as “black” on legal documents following the 

Indian Removal period, regardless of whether or not they had any Af-

rican American ancestry, many of the present-day Occaneechi people 

grew up identifying as black. In the 1980s, the man who would later be-

come the tribal historian and a few other interested Occaneechi people 
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began tracing the ancestry of individual families using archival evidence 

in order to confi rm their American Indian background. As the tribe re-

organized, this information was used by tribal members to petition for 

new driver’s licenses and birth certifi cates that stated “American Indian” 

as their race. Correcting what they perceived to be a racial misclassifi ca-

tion on legal documents was one major goal of Occaneechi reorgani-

zation, and the Homeland Preservation Project has given the Occanee-

chi people a forum to further change the way that they are perceived in 

their community.

By grappling with issues of race and identity on the public stage of 

the Homeland Preservation Project, Occaneechi tribal members are 

taking part in a much larger trend that has been well documented by 

scholars dealing with the complex racial constructions among Ameri-

can Indian and African American peoples in the South historically and 

today. As James F. Brooks has claimed, “Today, ascribed and assumed 

identities confront one another in the arenas of federal, state, local, 

and intertribal recognition as increasing numbers of people of mixed 

Indian-African-White descent attempt to claim or reclaim an indig-

enous identity.”21 Historians have explored the many types of interac-

tion between American Indian and African American communities in 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Complex black-Indian relations 

in the South have been documented well before the Revolutionary War, 

and American Indian groups acted alternately as home to multiracial 

slaveholders and communities of refuge for escaped slaves.22 In his anal-

ysis of Creek Indian George Washington Grayson’s autobiography, from 

which portions about African American ancestry had been removed 

in the published version, Claudio Saunt explains that “[i]n the South, 

where the Creeks lived, survival was in fact often predicated on abid-

ing by the racial hierarchy. . . . [A]biding by America’s racial hierarchy 

was survival strategy—part cynical ploy, clever subterfuge, and painful 

compromise.”23 Saunt notes some specifi c aspects of racial identity, such 

as skin color and slaveholding status, were historically used by certain 

Creek families, for example, to achieve social mobility, creating strong 

race-based social divisions even within the same tribe.24 Such racialized 

social divisions were only exacerbated during the Jim Crow era of the 

early 1900s, when American Indian people were increasingly forced into 

black and white categories.25

In the South, black and Indian intermarriage was common, but rare-
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ly were multiracial identities recorded. As Tiya Miles suggests, one com-

pelling reason for Southern whites to classify multiracial individuals as 

black was to ensure property advantages: “The ‘one-drop rule’ ensured 

that there would be more black laborers for slavery’s human machine, 

while the blood quantum ratio ensured that there would be more avail-

able land for white settlement and development.”26 Making such histo-

ries of Occaneechi families visible allows present-day tribal members 

to see themselves as heirs to their ancestors’ struggles, and to see those 

struggles as a central part of their heritage.

Older tribal members want younger people, both within and outside 

of the tribe, to understand the problems they experienced with racial 

constructions. As one tribal member explained in an interview, the rea-

son for this focus on racial reclassifi cation was that “[m]any people had 

grown up and sort of managed to fi t into, for the most part, the black 

race, the South being essentially a biracial society.” Summarizing the ex-

periences of many tribal members growing up, he said, “Either you’re 

white, or you’re a person of color. . . . [W]e were sort of thrown in there 

and said you were this when you knew you really weren’t.” This tribal 

member echoed the idea of segregated histories explored by Fath Da-

vis Ruffi ns, who asserts that in segregated societies such as the American 

South, ideas about history and heritage are also limited by racial con-

structions.27 Contemporary Occaneechi people, then, who have a sense 

that their heritage was not fully contained in a biracial historical narra-

tive, experienced confusion and frustration when trying to understand 

their own heritage in the community. As one tribal member summarized 

his experience, “It is a real struggle growing up in a two-race society.”

Tribal members explained that their families had come to share 

many customs and practices with their rural black and white neighbors 

as a consequence of years of trying to fi t into a biracial society. Present-

day Occaneechi people tend to experience what one tribal member de-

scribed as “non-resemblance” with how others might expect American 

Indians to look. They encounter confusion from others who see them, 

as one tribal member described, as “too light to be black, too dark to be 

white.” Another tribal member listed descriptions he had heard of lo-

cal American Indian people that focused on explaining their skin col-

or: “you weren’t Indian—you were mulatto, you were colored, you were 

an issue, you were yellow, you were red—everything but indigenous.” 

Given these views, many members of the tribe’s core families, particu-
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larly older people, were not initially eager to identify as Occaneechi peo-

ple because of their belief that identifying as American Indian would 

disrupt the social order they were accustomed to. While many current 

tribal members are eager to learn about their American Indian heritage, 

others felt that identifying as American Indian would make them out-

siders in both the black and white communities.

In another interview, a tribal elder emphasized the persistent effects 

of racism, particularly on older people in the tribe, recalling that his fa-

ther, cautioning him about doing demonstrations for the tribe’s educa-

tional initiatives, had said, “You’re going to get killed doing this, son.” 

While this man felt free to express his American Indian identity, he rec-

ognized that his father continued to feel the effects of earlier decades of 

discrimination. Ron Welburn, in discussing the complex identity poli-

tics of many American Indian groups east of the Mississippi, describes 

the key tension in the phenomenon of heritage recovery in which the 

Occaneechi people and many other tribes are involved, claiming, “the 

child remembers what the parent tried to forget.”28 William McKee Ev-

ans, Michelle J. Nealy, and Sharlotte K. Neely have all confi rmed the 

distinct types of discrimination against American Indian people in the 

South that continued to occur after the removal of federally recognized 

tribes, and historians such as Claudio Saunt and Malinda Maynor have 

eloquently explored the complexities of American Indian identity in the 

South that Occaneechi people echo in their refl ections.29 Present-day 

Occaneechi tribal members feel aware of their position as descendants 

of both American Indian and African American people who had been 

targets of discrimination. Several informants explained how identifying 

as an Occaneechi person today meant allowing generations of Occanee-

chi people who came before and after to have their identities and histo-

ries recognized as well:

I’m doing this for my people, my ancestors, because they’re a part 

of me now. And for my mother because she wasn’t able to, and 

my grandparents because they weren’t able to—and they kept it 

all hush-hush inside their doors.

One of the things that has been very, very rewarding to me is my 

grandfather and my grandmother and mother and father pretty 

much had to hide the fact that they were Indian—or not speak of 

it. . . . And I think that they would be very happy and very proud 
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that their children and their children’s children can pretty much 

walk with their head up and be proud of what they really are. . . . 

And it’s even more rewarding for my kids to be able to say with 

confi dence and with pride that we are what we are.

Having fi nally achieved state recognition, informants see visitor edu-

cation as a means to accomplish some of the healing process that they 

feel is necessary among American Indian, African American, and white 

people in the South. One informant hoped that visitors to the Home-

land site learn “a little about what it was like growing up as Indian peo-

ple in what was essentially a biracial society in the South,” which would 

help the Occaneechi people be recognized and accepted in their broader 

communities, in which non-Indian people often assume that they are 

black, multiracial, or, in the case of lighter-skinned tribal members, His-

panic or Italian. Although none of the permanent components of the 

Homeland site explicitly addresses race, I observed one demonstrator at 

the 2009 School Days mention the “red, white, and black story” of the 

local area and the fact that discussing the region’s racial history was ta-

boo until very recently. In addition, the tribal historian expressed in an 

interview a desire to “get into a little more of that kind of cultural and 

social limbo that Indian people were in in places like Alamance County” 

through exhibits that are planned for the site. As these informants em-

phasized, they want visitors to the Homeland site to gain a more com-

plicated understanding of their community by learning about the ra-

cial identity politics that Occaneechi people have experienced as well as 

about their history and how their lifeways changed over time.

McMullen describes the hesitancy that many American Indian 

groups experience in directly dealing with race, claiming that “race and 

racial attitudes are a matter of discussion as well as a source of discom-

fort and reticence in Native communities.”30 Yet even as race has been a 

complicating factor in many contemporary American Indian people’s 

identities, opportunities for American Indian people to rewrite their 

own histories have also allowed them to revise their identities as racial 

politics change. McMullen explains how American Indian people can 

leverage certain symbols of American Indian identity, such as culture 

and historical narrative, to overshadow other, more problematic ele-

ments, such as physical appearance. The Occaneechi Homeland Pres-

ervation Project provides an example of the situation McMullen de-



Graybeal: Redefi ning Occaneechi Identity 107

scribes, “where recognition as Indian is complicated by phenotype,” in 

which “Native people are more likely to use cultural demonstration and 

knowledge to be recognized by Natives and non-Natives alike.”31

As one Occaneechi elder explained about the importance of commu-

nity members learning about the complex racial history of their area, 

“There are many bloods running through our veins. That’s part of the 

education that’s not in the books. That’s what people have to know so 

we can live together.” This tribal member focused on racial constructs 

more than on historical events in his estimation of the signifi cance of 

the Homeland project; he believed that changing visitors’ beliefs about 

how race is used to classify individuals should be central to preservation 

and education on the Homeland site in order to contribute to a heal-

ing process. Many of the Occaneechi people involved in the Homeland 

project feel that simply by being present on the site to interact with visi-

tors and to publicly assert their American Indian identities, they will be 

able to instill in visitors a greater sense of the diversity of the commu-

nity. Simply being able to talk about their own identities is a major dif-

ference that separates present-day Occaneechi people from their recent 

ancestors, and the Homeland project provides a setting in which tribal 

members can practice and exert their American Indian identities as well 

as challenge the very racial categories that they feel caused their own 

confl icts of identity.

asserting distinction and common ground

With the identity struggles that Occaneechi people described experi-

encing in the South, many informants expressed a twofold interest in 

communicating to visitors their cultural distinction while at the same 

time reassuring non-Indian visitors that American Indian people are a 

normal part of their contemporary world. The historical records and 

archaeological evidence available about the historic Occaneechis and 

the core families of the present-day tribe are a key way for Occanee-

chi people to assert their cultural distinction. The tribe has drawn on 

numerous local archaeological sites, colonial documents, historical trav-

el accounts, court cases, military registration, and other public records 

in their heritage recovery process. This recovery process is not easy for 

a small tribe with limited resources. As one tribal member explained, 

“it’s very, very tough to get a cohesive picture of what happened in the 
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Carolinas,” given that few colonial records of the indigenous inhabitants 

exist. Scholars and researchers have pieced together a good historical 

record, yet most Occaneechi people continue to feel dissatisfi ed given 

that such knowledge tends to be restricted to an academic audience.32 

Informants are interested in having a portrait of Occaneechi history 

on display for visitors because of its ability to make visible to a broad 

spectrum of their local community the parts of the tribe’s heritage that 

had been only recently recovered through archaeological and archival 

research.

Several tribal members additionally noted the problem of having to 

rely on historical documents to recover knowledge about the Occanee-

chi, since these depictions are “non-Indian people’s perception of what 

was going on.” One tribal elder spoke in an interview about a number of 

colonial records that he had read. While he was interested in their depic-

tions of the historic Occaneechi people, he also reserved some skepti-

cism of their accounts. As he explained, “A lot of that stuff is not written, 

you see. History is spelled h-i-s-t-o-r-y. It’s missing an s, h-i-s s-t-o-r-y, 

that’s his story. A lot of the stuff that’s written right now is written in the 

eyes of other people.” 

While such records certainly have a great deal of historical value, 

particularly in the absence of records from the historic tribe itself, this 

critique of colonial records of American Indians has been repeated by 

historians as well. Saunt has asserted that careful study of such records 

must take into account the extent to which colonists would likely have 

only selectively recorded events and the words of American Indian peo-

ple, as well as the extent to which American Indian people would have 

closely monitored their communication with settlers.33 Most contem-

porary scholars of American Indians agree that Native perceptions of 

their histories matter. They would undoubtedly also agree with this in-

formant when he emphasized that how visitors see the tribe should be 

consistent with how the Occaneechi people see themselves, even if this 

disagrees with mainstream ideas about history.34

Many of the Occaneechi people involved with the Homeland project 

furthermore want to portray their tribe as distinct from the larger, more 

well-known tribes in the state. As tribal members noted in two separate 

interviews, “There might be a little blurb in the North Carolina history 

book [about the historic Occaneechis], but not much,” and thus school 

children “don’t necessarily get an accurate picture, and when they hear 
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about this area they basically only hear about Indian removal and the 

Trail of Tears.” Indeed, the North Carolina public school curriculum, 

while including statewide standards for teaching about American Indi-

ans during the colonial era and even as part of the state’s present-day 

diversity, uses textbooks that tend to refer only to the Eastern Band of 

the Cherokee Nation and the Lumbee Indians by name.35 Because of 

this tendency to associate American Indian people with early American 

history and to use Cherokee and Lumbee people to represent all Ameri-

can Indians in the state, tribal members perceived formal education in 

their community as inaccurate. As Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett has 

explained, the images that museum makers fashion of themselves often 

work against received images from the mainstream.36 John J. Bodinger 

de Uriarte referred to such efforts as a “performance of belonging,” indi-

cating that indigenous people often have to demonstrate through their 

actions and interactions with nonindigenous people that they have a le-

gitimate claim to a specifi c history, culture, and geographic homeland.37 

These claims must be performed rather than simply stated because they 

often threaten competing claims and ideas from the mainstream culture 

about those who belong and those who are “other,” and such statements 

might be met with defensive reactions from non-Indian visitors.

Tribal members are also interested in volunteering on the Homeland 

site in order to interact with visitors, hoping to help them understand 

not only the history of the area’s indigenous people but also the fact that 

American Indians continue to exist in their community. Informants de-

scribed knowledge about the hidden history of the tribe as necessary 

for visitors to understand that American Indian people continue to in-

habit the area. One tribal member commented that he was specifi cally 

interested in having nonformal education on the Homeland site con-

tradict the idea that all American Indians were removed to the west. Re-

ferring to the Indian Removal Act of 1830, he explained, “I want people 

to know that we’re still here, we ain’t gone nowhere. And it ain’t what 

Andrew Jackson said—we’re still here.” Recovering Occaneechi histo-

ry for the benefi t of tribal members was not enough in the opinion of 

many informants involved in educating visitors. As another tribal mem-

ber noted, “education is awareness—and preservation—for our culture 

and our people, but also awareness and education for the community 

at large . . . to make them aware that we’re still here and we’ve always 

been here.” As informants explained their interest in educating the local 
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community, including non-Indian people and some people who may 

not recognize their own American Indian ancestry, they highlighted the 

connections they made between having a hidden history and remaining 

culturally invisible even in the present day.

Another of the reasons that the Homeland site is so important to the 

tribe is that it provides a central location to educate schoolchildren and 

other community visitors, which is more effi cient for the tribe than the 

alternative of sending tribal members into area schools to give presen-

tations. When a staff member explained that he gets calls from teach-

ers every year asking, “Can you come out to our school and dance and 

sing for the kids?” he observed that most teachers do not understand 

the burden that their request places on the tribe and its members. To 

accommodate a request like this one, either a staff member has to be 

away from the offi ce and away from his or her regular operating duties 

for the tribe or a tribal member has to take off work to volunteer. By 

bringing visitors to the Homeland site instead, informants hope to pres-

ent an image of themselves as American Indians who also live everyday 

lives alongside non-Indian people. By interacting with visitors on the 

Homeland site rather than in a classroom, Occaneechi people can host 

visitors and explain the signifi cance of tribally owned land, demonstrate 

indigenous survival technologies, illustrate the rural Occaneechi way of 

life using historic reconstructions and farming implements, and pres-

ent visitors with the opportunity to meet and interact with more than 

just a token Occaneechi person. One tribal member expressed his con-

cern that non-Indian people tend to overestimate the amount of fi nan-

cial assistance that American Indian people receive. He hoped that visi-

tors to the Homeland site would see Occaneechi volunteers and, as he 

explained, “I certainly hope that [the Homeland] breaks down barri-

ers and misconceptions about what Indians get or don’t get, or what we 

have or can’t have.”

The struggle of many contemporary American Indians to be recog-

nized as both “real Indians” and “real Americans” is one that Occanee-

chi people also experience.38 Occaneechi tribal members have to strike a 

fi ne balance between being recognized as American Indians with a dis-

tinct culture and history and being harmfully characterized as “other” 

by non-Indian visitors. As one tribal member explained of mainstream 

perceptions, “it’s just they think that we’re that different, you know. And 

no, we don’t scalp, and we don’t want to cut your heads off, you know.” 
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Tribal members contend that if they could use historic reconstructions, 

demonstrations, and conversations with visitors to teach communi-

ty members that images of both historical and contemporary Ameri-

can Indians on the Homeland site refl ect their history, and that both 

are legitimate versions of American Indian identity, then they could 

also counteract some of the negative perceptions that non-Indian com-

munity members bring to the site. Whether legitimizing their ances-

tors’ American Indian identities or ensuring that their culture is passed 

down to their children, learning about who they are or confronting oth-

er people’s stereotypes about who they should be, Occaneechi people 

experience the meaning of the Homeland site as a space for defi ning 

their own identity as individuals and as a group, as well as an inventive 

way of historicizing indigenous peoples.

communicating contemporary life 
through the museum

If creating a museum seems like a strange way to communicate that Oc-

caneechi people live contemporary lives, as part of the planning and ex-

ecution of the Homeland project informants also questioned the role of 

museums in society and the potential harm or benefi t they could do to 

American Indian people. One tribal member recalled a pivotal conver-

sation she had with another indigenous friend, a woman who had spent 

some time working at the Smithsonian Institution. The friend told her, 

“It was kind of painful. Because it’s the only way I got to see pieces that 

are important to my people, was at the Smithsonian. Because they were 

taken.” As the tribal member explained, since having that conversation, 

when looking at American Indian cultural objects in museums, “I al-

ways think of how that was acquired.” The history of grave looting and 

other unethical collection practices among museums negatively tinged 

this Occaneechi woman’s feelings about present-day museum institu-

tions, as it has many American Indian peoples’ perceptions.39

Many Occaneechi people frame their ideas about museums in re-

lation to a general understanding of how traditional natural history 

museums display information about American Indians. Several tribal 

members suggested that mainstream museum representations tend to 

be based on non-Indian perceptions of histories and cultures, a senti-

ment confi rmed by the scholarly literature addressing how museum ex-
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hibits about American Indians have been used to construct white main-

stream histories.40 As one tribal member explained, “I think a lot of the 

museums that depict Indians are done based on . . . non-Indian people’s 

perception of what was going on.” When non-Indian people are aware 

of only a handful of very visible tribes, museums that are dominated 

by mainstream ideas may “depict Indians in a way that basically . . . [is] 

not consistent with the way that we live.” As another tribal member ex-

plained, “the Western tribes or the Southwest Indian tribes lived totally 

different from [how] we lived.” By portraying a localized history, then, 

informants want to illustrate a different image of American Indians 

than they recalled having seen in larger-scale, conventional museums.

Speaking of mainstream museums in general, but using the Smith-

sonian Institution as an example, one tribal member related her con-

cern that conventional museums fi x American Indian cultures in the 

past and ignore the present-day existence of American Indian people. 

She said she felt that artifacts on display in museums “have a tendency 

to . . . portray or support the notion that the people that this came from 

are extinct.” The informant went on to explain the personal impact that 

she felt from mainstream museums, which rarely allow visitors to inter-

act with people from the source cultures of the objects on display: the 

implication “that we are antiquated—we’re relics of antiquity.” Another 

Occaneechi person expressed similar personal feelings about conven-

tional museums when he refl ected,

To make something look like it’s just a historical object, that it’s 

not part of someone’s reality, that’s detrimental, really. Because if 

you see everything that is American Indian, or used by American 

Indians, or owned by American Indians behind a glass case, you 

only see American Indians as being people who you can’t touch, 

you can’t interact with; you can’t meet American Indian people. 

You don’t expect to meet Indian people unless you go to some-

where like a museum.

Many grassroots museums, in fact, position themselves against the im-

ages of American Indians as relics that have often appeared in main-

stream museums.41

The practical considerations that local museums must make can 

become a strength as well. The grassroots structure of the Occaneechi 

Homeland Preservation Project creates visitor interaction with a living 
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culture by necessity. The volunteer nature of the Homeland site creates 

numerous opportunities for visitor interaction with American Indian 

people. As one tribal member explained, by being present on the site as 

volunteers, “we do become a part of [visitors’] contemporary reality.” 

The tribal historian suggests that having Occaneechi people on the site 

to talk to the visitors and answer questions from their own knowledge 

and experience also makes the site “more interactive and more human,” 

which he believes enhances visitors’ learning because “the more you can 

actually let them participate in, the more likely they are to remember 

it.” Some informants described personal interaction and visitors’ abil-

ity to “touch, feel, and smell what’s in there” as a more valuable educa-

tional experience than just seeing an exhibit. As a staff member noted, 

“We don’t want it to just be a day out of school for people. We want 

them to actually participate in something.” Another tribal member, 

while not convinced that the children who visited the Homeland site 

during School Days remembered much of the information conveyed 

by the demonstrations, suggested instead that a positive impression of 

the overall experience was a more signifi cant result of visitor interac-

tion with Occaneechi volunteers: “It’s very hands-on—they want to 

touch everything on the table, what is this, what is this, what is this. And 

you know, they may leave and they may not remember a single word, 

but they remember, you know, what they did.” Positioning themselves 

not only as museum makers but also as museum visitors, all informants 

viewed such public interactions as positive and based their evalua-

tions on their own experiences in mainstream and alternative museum 

environments.

Informants also made decisions about how to use objects on the 

Homeland site based on their impressions of how other museums treat 

the objects they display. Several of the tribal members who worked on 

the Homeland project expressed concerns that mainstream museums 

make cultural objects less meaningful by re-contextualizing them in an 

exhibit. As the tribal historian noted,

The traditional museum, just like the traditional zoo, present-

ed things sort of like everything was in a box. And you could get 

ideas about it, but it’s like seeing a bear in a little concrete box. I 

mean, all right, yeah, that’s a bear, but you don’t get any sense of 

how it interacts with the world around it.
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The context of objects is important to informants not only because they 

think a “hands-on” experience will make for more effective visitor edu-

cation, but also because those objects have an ongoing cultural relation-

ship with American Indian people today. One tribal member explained:

Being in museums, for me, are painful, especially when it’s just a 

piece in the museum and then there’s no explanation, there’s no 

one there to explain what this piece is and the context of the cul-

ture it came from . . . because in our culture, things were used. 

They weren’t just put up on the wall for decoration. And what 

some people decide is an artifact to be in a museum . . . maybe it 

has broken the circle.

This informant refers to the Native idea that American Indian ob-

jects on display in many mainstream museums have intended uses and 

natural life cycles that are never completed because they were collect-

ed and put on display. Kirschenblatt-Gimblett has echoed this point in 

her discussions of the “museum effect,” although she argues that objects 

also take on new meanings when they are put on display.42 When local 

groups are responsible for creating these new meanings, grassroots rep-

resentations can also use objects as symbols of ownership and authority 

to convey a particular historical vision.43 Making the Homeland Pres-

ervation Project into a museum institution where visitors can interact 

with present-day Occaneechi people and where Occaneechi people have 

the authority to share hands-on access to cultural objects is an ongo-

ing goal of many tribal members and staff because of the prevalence in 

their memories of the image of the typical museum, where “the sum to-

tal about Indians is cases of arrowheads.”

Occaneechi tribal and staff members not only use the Homeland 

project to represent their particular views about how museums can 

make American Indian people part of non-Indian visitors’ contempo-

rary realities, but they also use it to create a platform for celebrating 

their heritage within a specifi cally agricultural community. According 

to one tribal member, the Homeland project shows “our evolution in 

the community, but it also shows our contributions to the community.” 

This man wanted the Homeland site to represent not only the chang-

es in Occaneechi culture over several centuries of adaptation to Euro-

pean-American culture, but also how Occaneechi culture can be seen 

as representative of the rural, agricultural heritage of the entire region. 
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Because of the unique status of tribes in the South and the fact that 
few can claim federal recognition, North Carolina has become a state 
in which the American Indian tribes have close ties to their commu-
nities of non-Indian people. These ties have inspired the Occaneechis 
to construct the Homeland project in a way that they see as consistent 
with the heritage of non-Indian community members as well. As a staff 
member explained, “The heritage of the community is agricultural, and 
that’s what we’ve tried to focus on out there.”

Occaneechi people’s creative applications of their own experiences in 
and thoughts about museums are part of a larger trend within museum 
making. As Karen Coody Cooper asserts, the use of museums as tribal 
institutions by American Indian peoples has been and is rife with the 
complexities and contradictions of the postcolonial world, and “it is not 
without ambivalence that tribal people have set up buildings to house 
collections, launch exhibits, and emulate the very institutions that have 
so boldly relegated American Indians to the status of fl ora and fauna of 
the ‘New World.’”44 Such ambivalence is certainly present in the expla-
nations that Occaneechi people gave of their interest and involvement 
in the Homeland Preservation Project, particularly when they refl ected 
on their own experiences in more mainstream museums. Even as some 
tribal members feel cautious about putting Occaneechi culture on dis-
play, others express an abiding fondness for museums that depict Amer-
ican Indian history and culture. As one Occaneechi woman put it, “the 
museum tells about who you are—who we are, you know.” But Dubin 
argues exhibitions also “no longer merely provide pleasant refuge from 
ordinary life, nor are they simply repositories of received wisdom. Mu-
seums have moved to the forefront in struggles over representation in 
the chronicling, revising, and displaying of the past.”45 The Occaneechi 
people have entered into the project of museum making with an inter-
est in such a dynamic role for the museum, using historic reconstruc-
tions in combination with reenactment and interpretation by present-
day Occaneechi people to contest mainstream notions of American 

Indian life and assert the signifi cance of their own indigenous culture.

conclusions: performing and 
strengthening identity

Educating others, whether in a formal or nonformal setting, is a funda-

mentally performative act, and performance has often been considered 
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a useful vehicle for shaping one’s own identity. Consciously redefi ning 

identity in this way has been particularly necessary for the Occaneech-

is and other indigenous groups in the South. As Oakley has claimed, 

“Defi ning identity is a continual process, and Indians in eastern North 

Carolina have continuously reshaped and redefi ned their identity in the 

twentieth century in response to changes around them.”46 While the Oc-

caneechi people who participated in this study were certainly concerned 

about framing the Homeland Preservation Project in a way that would 

effectively educate visitors, the Homeland project serves another, per-

haps even more signifi cant function as a tool for building and strength-

ening Occaneechi identity. Occaneechi informants use the Homeland 

project as a platform for learning about their own culture and histo-

ry, remembering their heritage, becoming active participants in the 

tribe and the outside community, and speaking out against stereotypes. 

While examining the knowledge and awareness that visitors gain on the 

Homeland site would constitute another study entirely, this study re-

veals that museum making can be a powerful formative experience, par-

ticularly for an American Indian group in the South trying to recover 

from discrimination and develop a visible and vibrant community in 

the wake of a complex, racialized history.

As cultural tourism steadily rises in popularity, as education in infor-

mal settings expands, and as economic factors encourage more Ameri-

cans to focus on leisure activities within their surrounding communi-

ties rather than destinations, cases such as the Homeland Preservation 

Project will likely become more common attractions for visitors. With 

the growth of new museum forms and their increased use by indige-

nous communities, scholars would learn much from exploring the sig-

nifi cance and vitality of these sites within their host communities. Case 

studies of small museums created and supported by community orga-

nizations will help scholars to understand how different types of people 

come to possess, understand, and share knowledge, and will contribute 

to a mosaic of understanding about the roles of museum institutions. 

Institutions like the Homeland Preservation Project come and go, their 

messages witnessed by only a handful of visitors in comparison to those 

drawn to larger national institutions. Yet community museums are the 

forums in which, every day, ordinary people become curators and in-

terpreters, taking on the authority to contest mainstream knowledge 

and share new worldviews with visitors. Because many state tribes in 
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the South operate as nonprofi t organizations more than as sovereign le-

gal entities, work on the Homeland Preservation Project, like the work 

of other community museums, is at the mercy of economic forces that 

infl ict severe consequences on all small nonprofi t organizations. Re-

gardless of the impact small museums have on visitors, in between their 

creation and disappearance, these institutions have many layers of sig-

nifi cance for the people who construct them.
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