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This book provides a new conceptual framework for understanding
how the Indian nations of the early American South emerged from the
ruins of a precolonial, Mississippian world. A broad regional synthesis
that ranges over much of the Eastern Woodlands, its focus is on the
Indians of the Carolina Piedmont – the Catawbas and their neighbors –
from 1400 to 1725. Using an “eventful” approach to social change,
Robin Beck argues that the collapse of the Mississippian world was
fundamentally a transformation of political economy, from one built
on maize to one of guns, slaves, and hides. The story takes us from first
encounters through the rise of the Indian slave trade and the scourge
of disease to the wars that shook the American South in the early
1700s. Yet the book’s focus remains on the Catawbas, drawing on their
experiences in a violent, unstable landscape to develop a comparative
perspective on structural continuity and change.

Robin Beck is Assistant Professor of Anthropology and Assistant
Curator of North American Archaeology, Museum of Anthropology, at
the University of Michigan. He is editor of The Durable House: House
Society Models in Archaeology (2007). His articles have appeared in
the journals Current Anthropology, American Antiquity, Ethnohis-
tory, Latin American Antiquity, Southeastern Archaeology, and Native
South. Beck has conducted archaeological fieldwork in much of the
eastern United States, as well as in Bolivia, Peru, and western China.
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Foreword

Charles M. Hudson

Every once in a while a book like this one comes along that makes you
take stock of what you know and have known. More than 40 years ago,
in 1970, I published The Catawba Nation, a revised version of my 1965
PhD dissertation. When I compare my book on the Catawbas with Robin
Beck’s excellent new treatment of the same subject, my earlier work can
be seen not only as out of date but also as a quaint relic of the past. It is
worthwhile thinking about what has made it so.

Several things have changed since 1970. First, the quantity and qual-
ity of well-dated archaeological information on the entire southeastern
United States have been increased many times over, such that very large
geopolitical questions can now be asked and answered on the basis of this
information. Second, we now have a much more accurate geographical
grasp of the travels and activities of the Spanish explorers of the Southeast
in the sixteenth century. Both ethnohistorians and archaeologists are now
working to combine this early historical information with archaeological
evidence to reconstruct the social, political, and economic structure of the
native Southeast. And most importantly, ethnohistorians and archaeolo-
gists are asking questions about what kinds of changes occurred in the
Southeast that link the native peoples of the sixteenth century to those of
the early eighteenth century.

A consensus is emerging that in the precolonial Southeast a Missis-
sippian world existed, a world of horticultural chiefdoms that stretched
from the Atlantic Coast to the edge of the Plains in the West, and from
the Gulf Coast northward to Wisconsin. It was a world comprising many
different languages and very many polities living under an overarching
Mississippian umbrella. How did this world emerge over the course of
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xiv Foreword

several centuries, how was it organized, and how did it collapse with
the coming of the Europeans? And how, from the social wreckage of
this shatter zone, as Robbie Ethridge terms the setting of this vast social
transformation, did the eighteenth-century Southeastern Indians emerge?

Robin Beck has made an excellent and timely contribution to the body
of research and writing that is now emerging to give an adequate account
of the rise and fall of the Mississippian world. Especially important in this
book is the significant progress he makes in developing a language with
which to talk about the polities, relationships, and economic principles
of these two centuries of radical transformation. Most important of all,
he begins here to enunciate a theory to explain how this fundamental
reordering of the social landscape of the early South came about. Clearly,
the scholarship in this field is being raised to a new level. As we can see
in Robin Beck’s work, the coming decades of collaboration and debate
among scholars of the Native South will be exciting ones.
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