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Introduction

North Carolina’s history is a vibrant and complex tapestry, weaving together the
experiences of countless people, dramatic landscapes, and the unfolding events that
have shaped not only the state but also the broader United States. From ancient
times, when the first human footprints crossed its soil thousands of years ago, to the
bustling metropolitan centers and diverse communities of today, North Carolina’s
story is marked by transformation, resilience, and a distinctive sense of place.

The land that would become North Carolina has nurtured many peoples. Indigenous
societies pioneered sophisticated cultures, built thriving communities, and developed
spiritual ties with the region’s forests, rivers, and mountains long before European
explorers arrived. These first inhabitants, with their unique languages, traditions, and
alliances, laid the groundwork for centuries of cultural continuity and change.

With the arrival of Europeans in the sixteenth century, North Carolina became a
microcosm of the broader currents that shaped early America: colonization, conflict,
adaptation, and innovation. From the mysterious dawn and disappearance of the Lost
Colony to the establishment of permanent settlements, the region’s colonial journey
was one of hardship, ambition, and negotiation—between colonists, Indigenous
peoples, and the natural world. The subsequent centuries brought waves of migration,
economic development anchored in agriculture, and the tragic realities of slavery and
displacement.

North Carolina’s pivotal role in major events such as the American Revolution, the Civil
War, and the struggle for civil rights has left an indelible mark on its identity. The state
has been both a battleground and a laboratory of American democracy, home to
visionary leaders and ordinary citizens who have challenged the status quo and
worked toward a more inclusive society. The legacies of these struggles are visible in
North Carolina’s evolving politics, its vibrant educational institutions, and its ongoing
debates over freedom, equality, and justice.

As the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have unfolded, North Carolina has
experienced dramatic change—urban expansion, economic diversification, and cultural
renaissance. The rise of powerful industries, influential universities, and a renewed
focus on science and technology has transformed the state from its agricultural roots
into a national leader in innovation and growth. Yet, these changes bring new
challenges, as North Carolina continues to reckon with historical inequalities and
strives to shape a future that honors its rich past.

This book invites readers on a journey through the many chapters of North Carolina’s
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history. It is not only a story of dates and events but a chronicle of people, places, and
ideas that have made the Tar Heel State what it is today. By understanding the past,
we gain valuable insights into the present and the ongoing evolution of this
remarkable state.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before History: Prehistoric
North Carolina

Before the written word, before the arrival of sailing ships from distant lands, the vast
and varied landscape that we now call North Carolina was already home to a rich and
dynamic history, etched not in ink, but in stone tools, pottery shards, and the very
earth itself. This is the story of the first North Carolinians, the peoples who shaped this
land for thousands upon thousands of years, adapting to dramatic environmental
shifts and developing complex societies long before the earliest European footsteps
touched its shores.

Our journey into North Carolina's deep past begins in a time almost unimaginably
distant, at least 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, during the final throes of the last Ice Age.
Some archaeological evidence even hints at a human presence extending back as far
as 15,000 years. Picture a landscape quite different from today. The climate was
cooler and wetter, supporting plant and animal life that has long since vanished from
the region, including megafauna like mastodons. The people who arrived in this era,
known to archaeologists as Paleoindians, were pioneers, highly mobile hunter-
gatherers who followed the movements of these large animals across the continent.

These earliest inhabitants were ingenious and resourceful, crafting distinctive tools
that speak across the millennia. Their most recognizable artifacts are the fluted
projectile points, often called Clovis points, which were skillfully chipped from stone
and used to tip spears. These points share striking similarities with those found across
North and South America, suggesting rapid movement and a shared cultural tradition
among the initial colonizing bands. While evidence of Paleoindians in the mountainous
regions is less common, finds of fluted points made from local stone indicate they did
indeed traverse and inhabit these areas, not merely pass through. Other essential
tools included stone hide scrapers, drills, and knives, all portable and necessary for a
nomadic existence. Their shelters were likely temporary, perhaps constructed from
branches and hides, or utilizing natural rock outcrops for refuge.

One of the most significant windows into this ancient world in North Carolina is the
Hardaway Site in Stanly County, nestled above the Yadkin River. Excavations here
have revealed a long sequence of occupation, providing crucial insights into the lives
of Paleoindians and the transition into the subsequent period. While the exact age of
the earliest layers at Hardaway is debated, artifacts from the Paleoindian period,
including Hardaway-Dalton and Alamance points, have been found, making it a
cornerstone for understanding this era in the Carolina Piedmont.
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As the Ice Age waned and the climate continued its gradual warming trend, the
megafauna disappeared, and the forests and animal populations shifted towards those
more familiar to us today. This environmental transformation ushered in the Archaic
period, which spanned a vast stretch of time from roughly 8000 to 1000 BCE. The
Archaic people were direct descendants of the Paleoindians, but their lifeways adapted
to the changing world around them. While still primarily hunter-gatherers, they
developed a deeper and more specialized knowledge of their local environments,
focusing on the diverse plant and animal resources available seasonally.

This period saw the development of a wider variety of tools reflecting their diversified
subsistence strategies. They crafted grinding stones to process nuts and seeds from
the expanding deciduous forests and developed techniques to polish stone tools,
creating implements like axes. Steatite, a soft stone, was carved into bowls. Archaic
camps and villages are found throughout North Carolina, from the mountains to the
coast, situated along riverbanks, on ridges, and across the Piedmont hills, indicating a
widespread adaptation to the various ecological zones of the state.

While the Archaic period is generally characterized by a nomadic or semi-nomadic
lifestyle, there is archaeological evidence suggesting that some groups began to settle
into larger, more permanent base camps, particularly in areas with abundant
resources. These camps served as central locations for foraging activities over a wider
area. Shelters likely remained relatively simple and portable, suitable for a people who
still moved with the seasons, but the emergence of larger sites hints at a growing
connection to specific places.

Towards the end of the Archaic period, subtle but significant changes began to appear
in the archaeological record, foreshadowing the next major cultural transition. There is
evidence of early, rudimentary pottery being made and fired, crude clay vessels that
represent North Carolina's first ventures into ceramics. Additionally, some groups
began to experiment with cultivating native seed plants around their camps, taking
the first tentative steps towards horticulture. These innovations were not adopted
uniformly or overnight, but rather gradually and piecemeal, varying among different
groups and regions.

The widespread adoption of these new traits - pottery making, more settled village
life, and horticulture - marks the beginning of the Woodland period, which commenced
around 1000 BCE and continued until approximately 1000 CE, or even later in some
areas until European contact. This era witnessed a significant transformation in the
lives of the people inhabiting North Carolina. Pottery became commonplace, with
various distinctive decorative and manufacturing styles emerging across the state,
reflecting regional identities and interactions. The ubiquity of pottery fragments, or
"sherds," at Woodland sites provides archaeologists with invaluable clues about the
people who made and used them, their movements, and their connections to other
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groups.

The development of pottery is thought by some to have gone hand-in-hand with the
increasing reliance on cultivated plants and a more sedentary lifestyle. Clay vessels
were useful for cooking and storing food, and as people invested more time and effort
in gardening and accumulated more possessions, they became more inclined to stay
in one place for longer periods. While hunting, fishing, and gathering remained
important for subsistence, Woodland people cultivated a variety of native plants,
including marsh elder, knotweed, sunflower, maygrass, and goosefoot, which had
been domesticated in the Southeast. Later in the Woodland period, crops originating
from Mesoamerica, such as corn, beans, and squash, were introduced through trade
networks and gradually became significant food sources, particularly after 700 CE for
corn and 1200 CE for beans, completing the "eastern agricultural triad."

Woodland settlements were typically semi-permanent villages, often located in fertile
stream valleys. While not always enclosed, some villages were protected by palisades.
Houses varied in shape depending on the region, with rectangular or square homes
found in the Coastal Plain and Mountains, and round houses in the Piedmont. These
homes were furnished with mats, pottery, basketry, and wooden utensils. Village life
fostered a stronger sense of community and likely involved organized social
structures, though leadership is thought to have been based more on consensus than
on rigid hierarchy. The bow and arrow also came into use during the Middle and Late
Woodland periods, providing a more efficient hunting technology.

Beyond the practicalities of daily life, the Woodland period also shows increasing
evidence of concern for the spiritual world and the deceased. While elaborate burial
mounds are more characteristic of the later Mississippian period, some regions during
the Woodland era saw the development of burial or effigy mounds and earthen
enclosures, indicating evolving mortuary practices and beliefs. Tobacco pipes also
became common during this time, suggesting ritualistic practices.

Emerging from the later Woodland period, and in some areas coexisting with Late
Woodland cultures, was the influence of the Mississippian tradition, which flourished
from around 800 to 1600 CE, particularly in the southeastern United States. In North
Carolina, the Mississippian culture was represented by regional variations, most
notably the South Appalachian Mississippian culture found in the Pee Dee River valley
and among some ancestral Cherokee groups in the mountains.

The Mississippian period saw an intensification of the trends begun in the Woodland
era. Agriculture, particularly the cultivation of corn, became the dominant food source,
supporting larger and more permanent populations. This surplus allowed for the
development of more complex societies with greater social stratification and
specialized crafts. A hallmark of Mississippian culture is the construction of large, flat-
topped earthen mounds, which served as platforms for important buildings like
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temples or the residences of elite leaders. These mounds were often arranged around
a central plaza, forming ceremonial and political centers for the surrounding
communities.

In North Carolina, the most well-known example of a Mississippian ceremonial center
is the Town Creek Indian Mound State Historic Site in Montgomery County. Built by the
Pee Dee people, a regional group within the South Appalachian Mississippian tradition,
Town Creek features a platform mound built over earlier structures, a plaza, and
evidence of a surrounding palisade. Archaeological excavations at Town Creek, which
began in the 1930s under the direction of archaeologist Joffre Coe, have revealed
much about the religious ceremonies, political organization, and daily life of the people
who lived there between approximately 1150 and 1400 CE.

Another significant Mississippian site in North Carolina is Buie Mound in Robeson
County, a rare coastal plain sand mound that also indicates the presence of a
sophisticated mound-building society. The Nikwasi Mound in the western mountains is
another important, ancient mound site with Mississippian characteristics, deeply
significant to the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians as a spiritual and cultural center.

These Mississippian centers were part of wider networks of trade and cultural
exchange that stretched across the Southeast. While North Carolina did not have the
large-scale Mississippian complexes found in some other states, the presence of sites
like Town Creek and Buie Mound demonstrates that these cultural influences were
significant in certain regions, contributing to the diverse tapestry of prehistoric life in
the area.

The centuries leading up to the arrival of Europeans saw a culmination of these long-
standing developments. Indigenous populations had grown significantly, with
estimates suggesting between 50,000 and 100,000 people living in what is now North
Carolina before widespread European contact. These were not static societies, but
dynamic cultures with established agricultural practices, complex social structures,
and rich spiritual lives, deeply connected to the land they had inhabited and shaped
for millennia. Their story, written in the soil and artifacts they left behind, is the
foundational chapter in the long history of North Carolina.
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