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Let’s play a little game. 

Close your eyes. What is the first thing you see 
when you think of Native Americans? Perhaps 
you imagine the Lakota from Dances with Wolves 
wearing tanned animal skins and feathers, or 
perhaps Tonto from the Lone Ranger? Or do you 
think of more recent images of Navajo women in 
gingham shirts spinning in front of their hogans? 
What if you think about Native Americans 1,000 
years ago? How has this image changed? I would 
wager that you imagine much less gingham and 
much more animal skin. 

Now, what if I tell you that 1,000 years ago, you 
would also have seen fabric as fine as linen and richly 
colored, worn as shawls and capes or hung in homes by 
some Native Americans? And that some of these Native 
Americans lived in the southeastern United States? How 
would the image change in your mind?

I love to play this game, especially with children. I 
ask what the children would have worn in the past, and 
animal skins always top the list. When I show them 
examples of prehistoric yarn and fabric, some of which 
may have come from only a few miles away from their 
home, the children are amazed. Their teachers and 
parents usually are as well. Popular culture has instilled 
in us an image of our predecessors, especially in the pre-
Columbian New World, wearing animal skins. 

Spinning and weaving are not often a part of the 
picture, and yet they were everywhere. In the time 
before the first European explorers came to the New 
World, a multitude of complex textile traditions 
existed in both North and South America. From the 
Inca textile workshops in Peru to cotton weaving in 
pueblos of the southwestern United States, spinning 
and weaving were a part of daily life. This is especially 
true in the southeastern United States. The region had 
feather-wrapped yarns and silky milkweed shawls with 

geometric designs woven into or painted 
on the fabric. It is also a place where its 
textile tradition is overlooked.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS
The lives of Native Americans living in 

the southeastern United States were already 
changing when European explorers arrived 
in the early 1500s. Many of the chiefdoms 
that controlled the region had collapsed, 
and people were in the process of putting 
the pieces back together when the 
Europeans began to venture inward from 
the coast. Soon, much of the population 
would perish from disease or move west. 
The material culture of those who stayed 
behind changed quickly, and their textile 
traditions began to fade into memory. 
As a consequence, we have much less 
direct information to tell us what Native 
American life was like in the southeastern 
United States than in places farther west 
where native traditions survived longer. 
The accounts of the expeditions of the 
early explorers provide a starting place for 
learning about these textile traditions.

Forgotten Tradition
Spinning Prehistory in the American South

B Y  C H R I S T I N A  PA P PA S

This map shows the region in the southeastern 
United States where these textiles developed.
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Between 1539 and 1543, Hernando de Soto led 
an expedition through the southeast, recording an 
account of what life was like at that time. The 
chiefs de Soto met gave him and his men gifts of 
food, fabric, and animal skins as signs of peace. 
The fabric they received included both coarse 
and fine examples, and they thought it very 
similar to linen: 

They [Native Americans] make the thread 
from the bark of the mulberry trees; not from the 
outside but rather the middle; and they know how to 
process and spin and prepare it so well and weave it, 
that they make very pretty blankets . . . The thread 
is such that he who found himself there certified to 
me that he saw the women spin it from that bark 
of mulberry trees and make it as good as the most 
precious thread from Portugal. . . . (Oviedo, 1851, 
reprinted in Clayton et al., 1993, p. 271)

The fabrics de Soto 
received were part of the 
tribute paid to chiefs 
and other nobles. De 
Soto’s men describe 
finding abandoned 
storehouses filled with 
fabric and textiles 
of every type. Many 
were richly colored 
in reds, yellows, and 
greens, with some 
decorated with feathers 
and beads. They note that 
when important nobles were 
buried, they were dressed in 
their finest outfits and buried 
with many offerings of textiles 
and clothing. 

De Soto’s expedition provides the first 
description of textiles in the southeastern United 
States, and later accounts are quite similar. These 
descriptions recorded by early explorers are glimpses 
of a much older and complex textile tradition. They 
are an invaluable starting point for archaeologists and 
ethnohistorians trying to piece together the past from 
fragments of material culture.

SEEING IS BELIEVING
We know from these early accounts that Native 

Americans produced textiles and fabric, but we 
underestimated the role textiles played in material 
culture. For a long time, archaeologists ignored the 
textile traditions of the southeastern United States 
because they could not find many textiles. Distracted 

Fragments of pottery were 
sometimes impressed with 
prehistoric fabrics. 
Archaeologists use casts of 
these impressions to study 
the rarely preserved fabric. 

The fragment (above) and its 
cast (left) show a twined 

textile with a portion of a zigzag 
motif.
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This fabric cast from a pottery fragment shows how 
simple manipulations in the weft can create intricate 
geometric patterns.
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by the bright colors and intricate patterns from the 
southwestern United States and South America, 

we had forgotten what the early explorers 
described. Clothing, bedding, household 

fabrics, bags and sacks for storage and 
transport—all of these were textiles, 
prehistorically made within households 
all over the world, including in the 
southeast. Textiles are highly perishable, 
and they are so rarely preserved that it was 

easy to forget what had been produced. 
That common assumption slowly started 

to change at the turn of the twentieth 
century. Prehistoric textile remains were 

still rare, but archaeologists recognized that 
sometimes fabric was impressed in pottery and 

that these were essentially casts of the fabric. These 
impressions revealed intricate lacelike fabric with 
geometric designs. Meanwhile, excavations at rock 
shelters and caves produced fragments of actual textiles. 
However, it is the burial mounds that have divulged 
some of the finest examples of this textile tradition. 
These fabrics were made from finely spun yarns, 
carefully woven and richly decorated with feathers and 
beads that depict geometric patterns and humanlike 
figures. 

By the middle of the century, archaeologists realized 
that the material culture of the prehistoric southeast 
was far richer than originally thought. We are still 
putting the pieces together to understand exactly what 
the textile tradition was like, but we are starting to have 
a good idea.

“. . . AS GOOD AS THE MOST PRECIOUS 
THREAD . . .”

What did these textiles actually look like? The 
prehistoric textiles of the southeastern United States 
included blankets, shawls or mantels, capes, mats, bags, 
baskets, and slippers, as well as other items we have 
not yet discovered. The yarn and cordage used to make 
these items were spun from fibers such as mulberry, 
milkweed, Indian hemp, dog’s bane, and rattlesnake 
master (also called button snakeroot). Feathers and fur 
were sometimes wrapped around these yarns; there is 
still debate about how these yarns were spun.

The spinning wheel came to the New World with 
the first European settlers. The only previous options 
were thigh spinning and spindle spinning for making 
yarn and cordage. In the southeastern United States, 
there is very little evidence to suggest that spindles 
were used; only a handful of centrally pierced pottery 
disks have been found that may have been spindle 
whorls. An account from 1775 describes the use of a 
spindle with a clay bead whorl by the Natchez Indians 

Twined textiles, such as this fragment from the 
collection of the William S. Webb Museum of 
Anthropology at the University of Kentucky, were a 
staple of prehistoric life. 

Bast fiber yarns were sometimes twisted with feathers 
from the collection of the William S. Webb Museum of 
Anthropology at the University of Kentucky.
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in present-day Mississippi. We do not know if this 
technique was learned from the Europeans or had 
been used prehistorically, but given the ubiquity of 
prehistoric spindle spinning elsewhere in the New 
World, it is possible that at least some of the yarns 
in the southeastern United States were spindle-spun. 
However, archaeologists have experimented with re-
creating the fine yarns using thigh spinning and find 
that once they are familiar with the technique, they 
are able to make yarn very similar to the prehistoric 
examples. Contemporary spinners in Central America 
routinely create fine, even yarns using this technique. 
(See article on maguey thigh spinning on page 48.)

The textiles and fabric in the southeast were woven, 
but not on a loom as we know it. Twining was the 
most common textile structure for woven objects, 
and vertical frames were best suited for this work. In 
twining, the wefts twist, or twine, around the warps. 
At least two wefts will pass around a warp, twist 
together with themselves, and then pass over the next 
warp. Two, three, or more wefts can be used, and 
they can twist around one or more warps at a time. 
The weft rows can be densely packed or spaced apart, 
and these techniques combine to produce complex 
geometric patterns in the textiles. The use of dyed or 
painted yarns, feathers, fur, and beads add to the visual 
appeal. Fragments of textiles recovered from looted 
burial places were woven with images of feathered 
humanlike faces. These are one example of the 
complexity that had been achieved, and all before the 
introduction of a loom.

A NEW IMAGE
The Native Americans in the southeastern United 

States had developed a complex and rich textile 
tradition by the time European explorers arrived. They 
were adept at spinning, dyeing, and weaving and gave 

these items as tribute and gifts to their chiefs and 
nobles. These items were likely currency and status 
symbols as well. We will never know the full extent 
of this textile tradition. As we continue to piece it 
together using the fragments we encounter, we are 
often finding that we have to reconsider what we 
thought we knew. 

Christina Pappas is an archaeologist who loves fiber and hates ol-
ives. Fifteen years ago her college advisor lured her to the dark arts 
with Bronze Age linen fabric, and she hasn’t looked back since. You 
can find her playing in the dirt in Kentucky with her husband and 
two beagles.
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Twining was the 
most common 
prehistoric textile 
structure in the 
southeastern 
United States.
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