
Seminole Mothers (a Southeast Tribe) and their Babies in Florida 
 
 
The land of the southeast woodland Native Americans stretched from the Atlantic Ocean 
to the Mississippi River, and from the Gulf of Mexico to the Ohio River. What are now the 
states of Tennessee, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina and 
Florida are in the southeastern region. 
 
Large groups like the Cherokee, the Chickasaw and the Creek lived in the northern part of 
the region. Tribes like the Natchez, Biloxi and Seminole lived in the southern area. 
 
The ancestors of these people were called Mound Builders. They lived there from about 
1000 B.C. to A.D. 700, a very long time ago. They built huge mounds that were as high as a 
ten story building. The mounds were used for temples and as burial sites. 
 



Land of mountains and marshes  
The Southeast culture area is a semitropical region north of the Gulf of Mexico and south of 
the Middle Atlantic-Midwest region. Humid and well-watered, the area extends from the At-
lantic coast westward approximately to what is now central Texas. 
 
The terrain and vegetation of the Southeast culture area consists of a coastal plain along the 

Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico, with saltwater 
marshes, grasses, and stands of cypress. Especially rich 
soils are found in present-day Alabama and Mississippi in 
a narrow belt, called the Black Belt, and along the Missis-
sippi River floodplain. The region also includes the vast 
swamplands, hummocks (rounded hills), and high grass of 
the Everglades in present-day Florida, and the rolling 
mountains of the southern Appalachian chain. 
 
At the time of early contacts between Native Americans 
and Europeans, much of the region was woodland, with 
southern pine generally thicker near the coasts and more 
broadleaf trees further inland. Because of these extensive 
forests, some scholars refer to this region as the Southeast 
Woodlands culture area. Others combine the Southeast 
culture area with the Northeast culture area—another 
heavily wooded region—and refer to it as the Eastern 
Woodlands culture area. 



The most important crops for the southeast farmers were corn, tobacco and gourds. They 
made corn mush and corn bread. They dried corn so they would have something to eat in the 
winter. Tobacco was used in ceremonies and for trade with the settlers. Gourds were dried 
and used as drinking cups and bowls. People also 
gathered nuts and berries in the forest.  
 
The cypress tree is a common tree in swamps. The 
roots of the tree grow out of the water and look like 
knees! Seminole people used cypress to build their 
chickees. Spanish moss grows on the limbs of trees 
in the warm south. Early settlers used this plant to 
stuff their mattresses. 
 
Deer were especially important to southeast Native Americans. They provided many things 
for them. Including clothing made from the animal skins. Tools used for hunting, building 
and eating were made from antlers and bones. The meat from the animal provided food. 



Cherokee boy and girl 
 
The larger Native American groups of the Southeast culture area included the Alabama, 
Caddo, Catawba, Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Coushatta, Creek, Natchez, Timucua, Ya-
masee, and Yuchi. Also important were the Seminole—a post-contact 
offshoot of mostly Creek. There were many other tribes as well, a great 
number of them now extinct. Many Southeast peoples spoke languages 
in the Muskogean family. Scholars have identified at least 48 distinct 
Muskogean-speaking tribes at the time of European contact. In addition 
to Muskogean, language families of the Southeast included Siouan, Iro-

quoian, Caddoan, Timucuan, and Tunican. Other tribes 
spoke languages not associated with the main language 
families, including Atakapan by the Atakapa, Chitimachan 
by the Chitimacha, and Natchesan by the Natchez. 
 



Seminole Chickee 
 
Southeast Indians were expert farmers, growing maize, beans, squash, and sunflowers as sta-
ple crops. The Cherokee, among other peoples, cultivated three different kinds of maize. 
They roasted one, boiled another, and ground a third into flour for cornbread. Because sandy 
soil conditions were common in many areas, Southeast peoples frequently changed agricul-
tural fields to keep crops healthy, moving their villages when necessary to develop new 
farmlands.   
 
Southeast peoples also hunted and foraged to supplement their diets. They used bows and 
arrows to kill deer and blowguns equipped with poison-tipped darts to hunt turkeys and other 
small game. For fishing they used spears, traps, weirs (enclosures set in waterways), and poi-
sons. They also foraged for nuts and fruits, as well as edible roots, stalks, and leaves. These 
were collected and sometimes stored in baskets or ceramic pots. 
 
Most Southeast peoples located their villages along river valleys and planted their crops in 
nearby fields. Homes and public buildings were typically rectangular or, less frequently, cir-
cular. Most structures were constructed of wattle and daub, a type of architecture in which 
branches and vines are tied over pole frameworks and covered with a mixture of mud or 
clay. Sometimes structures were covered with plant materials, including thatch—made from 
straw, reeds, rushes, and grasses—as well as woven mats, bark, bamboo stalks, and palm 
fronds. Animal hides were also used as coverings. For swampy areas the Seminole people 
built chickees, distinctive open-sided houses on stilts with wooden platforms and thatched 
roofs.  
 
 
 
 



People who lived in the warm southeast 
lived in chickees. The Seminole tribe in 
Florida built chickees. The frame was 
made of logs and the roof was covered in 
palmetto leaves or grasses. It is called a 
thatch roof. There were no walls in 
chickees because they weren't needed in 
the warm southern areas and breezes 
could blow through. The floor was built 
up off the ground in case it was wet and 
soggy and to protect from snakes. 
 
Tribes such as the Cherokee and the 
Creek lived farther north in the region 
where it was colder in the winter. They 

needed warmer shelter in the winter. Each village had a circular-shaped council house where 
ceremonies and tribal meetings were held. It was built with clay walls and a cone-shaped bark 
roof. Rectangular houses grouped in clusters of four around the council house. The packed mud 
walls kept the people warm. 
 
After the European settlers came, many of the tribes built log cabins instead of the traditional 
homes.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In warm weather Southeast Indian men typically wore 
only breechcloths, usually of deerskin. Women typically 
wore wraparound plant-fiber skirts and shell necklaces. In 
cold weather men wore deerskin shirts, leggings, and moc-
casins; women wore deerskin capes and moccasins. For 

ceremonial purposes, tribal leaders and priests wore capes of feathers. Among some South-
east tribes, men plucked out their hair with shell tweezers and tattooed themselves with de-
signs representing exploits in war and with totems (symbols that serve as an emblem of a 
family or clan). Elaborate tattoos also adorned some Southeast women. 
 
The southeast people dressed in clothes made from the skin of animals. Deerskin was most 
commonly used. In hot weather, men wore breechcloths. When it got colder, especially in 
the northern part of the region, they added deerskin 
shirts, leggings, and moccasins. 
 
Women wore dresses, leggings and moccasins. Some-
times the clothes were beaded in beautiful colors. 
 
When Seminole women were given sewing machines 
in the early 1900's, they began making beautiful 
patchwork clothing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Seminole man's big shirt 
 



Native American tobacco flower, pretty but deadly 
 
Southeast peoples, like indigenous peoples throughout North America, regarded themselves 
as part of the natural and spiritual worlds. They considered religion a function of daily activ-
ity, with rituals capable of influencing the interconnected realms of physical and supernatu-
ral existence. Shamans, or medicine men, served as priests, and they led tribal members in 
rituals believed to ensure an adequate food supply. Since Southeast Indians practiced agri-
culture, many of their ceremonies surrounded the planting and harvesting season. 
 
The Green Corn Ceremony, or Busk, was an annual renewal and thanksgiving festival per-
formed by the Cherokee, Creek, and other Southeast tribes. It was held in mid- to late sum-
mer, when the corn was ready for roasting. The ceremony lasted from four to eight days and 
included ritual fasting, dancing, and feasting. Old fires were extinguished, and a new sacred 
fire was lit from which every household obtained fire. New tools, weapons, and clothing 
were made. Wrongdoers were forgiven for most crimes except murder. A beverage known as 
the Black Drink—so named by English traders because of its dark color—was believed to 
purify spiritually all those who imbibed it. Different tribes had different recipes for this ritual 
tea, made from varying species of holly, tobacco, and other plants. 
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