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Exploring Indigenous Herztage
Coastal Ecology,
and Living Traditions
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About This Book

This book was created by the Outer Banks Coastal Conservation (OBCC),
a nonprofit organization whose mission is to foster environmental
stewardship and a deeper connection to the Outer Banks of North
Carolina through outreach, education, and conservation efforts.

We believe that small stories can spark big change. That is why we have
made this book available as a free resource for parents, teachers, and
community members.

All materials in this book may be freely downloaded, shared, printed
and used for educational or nonprofit purposes.

To learn more, access additional resources at: www.theobcc.org.



http://www.theobcc.org/
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Outer Banks Shells Used in Traditional
Wampum

a. Quahog Clam (Commonly found in NC waters)

« Purple Iayer = hlghly valued

« Provided durable white shell
- Represented clarity, peace, and 0
. Used for balance in designs f

. Especially meaningful in some communities due to its rare left

coil ; _
. Associated with cycles, water, time, amﬁoalance

These shells still wash{'“
V|S|ta"rs tgpancrgnt coas' ;

on Outer Banks beaches today, connecting
| traditions.
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How Coastal Indigenous Communities
Used Wampum

a. Diplomacy & Agreements
Wampum belts §érved as:

« Records df peace treaties
. Afflrmatmns of alliances between tribes
. Marker)sv of respon5|b|I|ty or obllgatlon 7

% 3:), e
The pxattern‘s on a belt documented the agreement and reminded future

generations of |ts meamng
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b. CeremonlaITradltlons
Wampum was;present at:
. Naming/ceremonies
. Seasonal gatherings

« Leadership transitions
« Healing rituals

Beads symbolized continuity, gratitude, and connection with ance,stors.
c. Storytelling & Memory-Keeping
Belts acted as memory prompts for oral historians, helping them recall:

. Genealogies
- Migration stories
. Laws and teachings

. Major community events

Wampum = a visual language woven from the coast.
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Crafting Wampum: TraditionaI}M;ethods‘

Step-by-Step Overview &3 2-‘
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1 Shell selection — choosing thlck fmbroken quahog‘*or

Shapmg chipped with stone tools into roﬁnded blanks
. Grinding — sanded smooth using sandstone

4. Drilling — care uIIy pierced using a hand drill or bow drill
5. Polishing - finished to a shine with water and fine sand
6. Weaving — threaded on sinew, plant fiber, or animal

This process required%‘atience, skill, and reverence for the
material.
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The Difference Between “Wampum”
and “Currency

Although European colonlsts later used wampum as meney,
this was not its original purpose For Indigenous peoples

- Wampum was sacred, not transactional
¥Belts recorded history, they did not circulate like coins .
. Misinterpretation came from colonial misunderstanding

Today, Indigenous comMunities continue to correct that
misconception.



Respectful Engagement Today

If you find quahog or whelk shells on the Outer Banks:

. Admire them as part of a living cultural landscape

. Understand their connection to Indigenous history

. Avoid misrepresenting wampum as “ancient
money”

. Support local Indigenous voices and artists

n Native artists continue to craft ; um using
ustainable methods — their work is alliMing tradition,
not a relic. |
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ored with great care,
inhimal hide or plant fiber cloth.
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