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Patricia Lerch has devoted more than two
decades to the study of the Waccamaw Siouan, a
non-federally recognized Indian tribe (the tribe is
recognized by the State of North Carolina) living
in southeastern North Carolina. Her book is the
first volume devoted to the Waccamaw. It con-
tains nine chapters and includes sixteen photo-
graphs, fourteen of which portray the Waccamaw
during the period from 1949 to the present. The
first four chapters provide background material
on several different Indian groups in southeast-
ern North Carolina and northeastern South Car-
olina, and are not specific to the Waccamaw Indi-
ans. Nevertheless, they are important in setting
the stage for the chapters that follow and for pro-
viding a broad, historical overview of the Wacca-
maw and their possible ancestors.

The author "trace[s] the meaning of "Wacca-
maw' and 'Siouan,’ relating these words to the lan-
guage, culture, and history of [Indian] peoples of
the Southeast" (p. 1). Lerch points out that Siouan
refers to a large language group that is believed
by some anthropologists to have originated in the
eastern part of what is now the United States. She
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presents rational assumptions about the Wacca-
maw tribe's links to colonial Indians of southeast-
ern North Carolina and the Cape Fear River
drainage basin.

She has no reservations about accepting the
notion that Indians living in the region were re-
ferred to as Waccamaw, Cape Fear Indians, and
Woccon. Whatever the name of Indians living in
the Cape Fear region during the colonial period,
they had to react to the European advance. In
some instances, the Indians responded to violence
with violence, and to diplomacy and trade with
peace treaties; they even took an active role in the
Indian Wars and the enslavement of Africans. The
records, however, do no detail what eventually
happened to the Indians of the Cape Fear. They
could very well have evolved into the present-day
Waccamaw.

Throughout the book, Lerch links the Wacca-
maw to colonial tribes. In the chapter entitled
"From the Time of the Indians until 1920," she dis-
cusses a pageant held in Wilmington, NC in 1921
as reflective of the Euro-American view of Indians
in the southeast. She relies heavily upon historical



accounts of colonial Indians to flesh out this chap-
ter. In chapter 4 ("Tribal Names as Survival Strate-
gies") Lerch explains that Euro-Americans sought
to identify Indians based on "blood" or "racial” de-
scriptions, while the Waccamaw Siouan empha-
sized their Indian heritage and identity. The Wac-
camaw struggled to be recognized as Indians
rather than descendants of largely African ances-
tors. In chapter 5 ("The Wide Awake Indians"),
Lerch discusses the events leading to the use of
the Waccamaw Siouan name and the group's
struggle to establish a school restricted to Indians.
She relates that, in the 1930s, the ancestors of the
Waccamaw called themselves Cherokee. In 1940
they began to use the name "Wide Awake Indians"
and in 1948 Waccamaw Siouan was adopted. In
chapter 6 Lerch describes the unsuccessful at-
tempt of the Waccamaw Siouan to gain federal
recognition. The struggle for federal recognition
continues, and is the one of the main topics of dis-
cussion in this book.

The book is recommended for its ethnograph-
ic description of a group trying to validate its
claim of "Indianness." Lerch has written a volume
that will be invaluable to future scholars engaged
in studies of the Waccamaw, in part because of
her close association with the tribe. She knows
the Waccamaw better than any non-Waccamaw,
and her book describes them well.

That said, the book does have a few weak-
nesses. A map showing the Waccamaw homeland
is conspicuously absent, a flaw that could have
easily been remedied by constructing a map or by
using maps in another book.[1] Several cases of
redundancy occur that could have been resolved
by careful editing.

Nevertheless, Patricia Lerch is to be com-
mended for a volume that should be in the posses-
sion of all students of American Indians in the
Southeastern United States.

Note

[1]. See Kevin Moellenberdt and Christopher
Price, "Waccamaw Siouan Indians," in American
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Indians in North Carolina: Geographic Interpreta-
tions, ed. Thomas E. Ross (Southern Pines, NC:
Karo Hollow Press, 1999), 137-148.
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