The Monacan Indians - A Local History

Monasukapanough

As you travel along Route 29 going north, you cross the South Fork of the
Rivanna River. If you glance to your left, you see the dam for the reservoir.
If you glance to your right you see a fairly flat plain on the north side of the
river as the river starts a bend to the south. That is the site of one of the
principal Monacan towns, Monasukapanough.

Located on both sides of the river, Monasukapaiiough contained a burial mound on the south side of the
river - the same mound that Thomas Jefferson so meticulously excavated in 1784 and wrote about in his
Notes on the State of Virginia.

What Jefferson found in the mound were bones - the remains of the inhabitants of Monasukapanough.
Who were these people? Jefferson certainly didn't know, because by the time whites began to make their
homes here, there seemed to be no trace of them.

However, Monasukapanough, along with the four other principal towns of this confederation, were
known to the earliest Europeans from the days of Jamestown, and all appear, along with the Rivanna
River, on a map published by John Smith in 1612 in Oxford, England.

The coastal Native Americans that the English had met were of the Powhatan confederation - a group of
Algonquian-speaking tribes, banded together under the Pamunkey leader, Powhatan. They told Smith
that their territory extended to the fall line of the James (Richmond). From that point to the Blue Ridge
Mountains was controlled by the Monacan confederation. The Monacan were Siouan speaking, and
included the Saponi and Tutelo (who settled Monasukapanough) among others.

People are usually surprised when the Sioux are mentioned as most think of them as Plains tribes.
Actually, it is theorized that some of this very large nation migrated into the central lands of Virginia
and the Carolinas 2,000 years ago. Another theory holds that these eastern lands were the origin of the
westward migrating group. Nobody, at this point, seems to know for sure. A third language group, the
Iroquoian-Caddoan Confederacy, which included the Cherokees and Tuscaroras, held the Blue Ridge
Mountains and the Shenandoah Valley.

Initial Contacts - Terminal Outcomes

It is essential to understand what initial contact between Europeans and Native Americans meant, both
in 1607 and earlier in the 15 Th and 16" centuries when the occasional French, Dutch, Portuguese and
the more numerous Spanish, landed on Virginia shores.

Psychologically, each group (Indians and Europeans ) had their own perspective of the world. This led
to actions on each side that escalated the use of force as control, with the natives suffering irreparable
casualties. But by far, the most devastating consequence even to those living far outside of the direct
contact area, was the contracting of European disease against which the Native Americans had no
immunity. Epidemics spread so rapidly through trading parties and raids that the native population was
reduced from an estimated 100,000 in 1500 to an estimated 1,400 in 1700. Although these figures are for
the Tidewater Powhatan confederacy the ratios would have been similar throughout the Eastern United
States. Conversely, white populations increased from 1,000 in 1624 to 25,000 by 1660 in Tidewater.



Sketchy History

It is a little hard to flesh out a picture of
Monacan life, as very few Europeans had
contact with them in peaceful, everyday
settings. Those who did, did not always record
what they saw. And by the time white settlers
had pushed west in 1699, the Monacan had
moved ahead of them first to other established
towns, then later abandoning them in
migration first south then north. It was a much lessened and devastated population that migrated. Indian
towns generally contained a hundred people or so, actually family bands that came together at certain
times of the year to grow food such as corn and other vegetables, hold religious ceremonies, bury the
dead, and continue oral tribal tradition. We also know that in this area they made pottery, tools, and
weapons and worked local soapstone into cooking vessels. They also would have woven "silk grass" or
Indian hemp into baskets, mats, and a form of cloth. Their houses would have been similar to those in

Tidewater - bent saplings in a loaf shape, covered with bark sheets or grass mats.

At certain times of the year the town would disband, with family groups migrating to established fishing
and hunting camps. Such sites have been found near the junction of the Moormans and Mechums rivers
near Free Union, in the foothills 2 1/2miles north of Stanardsville, and on the Rivanna at its junction
with Redbud Creek, off of Route 20.

As disease took its toll, and pressure from encroaching settlers grew greater, towns were given up
altogether, and the reduced population tended to remain in the family groups dispersed throughout their
traditional area. Eventually, they were so few in number that the Monacan coalesced into a group and
migrated south, settling among a former enemy, the Tuscaroras of North Carolina.

However, there were some who remained in Virginia by moving farther in the foothills where the only
whites were trappers and hunters like themselves. Marriages took place between Indians and whites and
some set up trading posts to serve the frontier.

The Monacan who moved south were not happy among the Tuscaroras, and decided to move north back
into Virginia. They first settled at Fort Christiana in Brunswick County, one of several forts built in
1714 by Governor Spotswood and a private company expressly for Native Americans. The idea was to
entice them to live in and around it, offering them protection from enemies and hoping to keep them
confined to an area away from whites.

A school and an Anglican missionary were part of the complex with the idea that education and
conversion would eventually make European style settlers out of them. But by 1740 the fort was
abandoned by both sponsors and Native Americans and the main band of Monacan moved northward
back into their original territory.

There is some evidence that a few Monacan occupied Monasukapanough as late as 1700.

These were probably family groups that had not joined with the others in moving south. Jefferson also
recounts that around 1740 a group of Native Americans were seen at the mound paying respect to their
ancestors.

Eventually the remaining Monacan slipped purposefully into obscurity, establishing farms and blending
into the frontier community, sometimes intermarrying with whites, or banding in small groups of
families in remote areas, where they were overlooked by the general population. Today, there is a
recognized group of Monacan living in Amherst County.
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