
The Fascinating History and Culture of the
Indians of New Jersey: Unveiling Their Rich
Heritage
When we think of Native American communities, the images that often come to
mind are those of the Plains Indians, the Navajos, or the Apaches, among others.
However, it is crucial not to overlook the rich history and culture of the Indians of
New Jersey, a diverse and vibrant group that has left an indelible mark on the
state's foundation.

Roots and Origins

The Indians of New Jersey, also known as the Lenape or Delaware Indians, are
the original inhabitants of what is now known as New Jersey, southeastern New
York, eastern Pennsylvania, and northern Delaware. They are part of the
Algonquin language group and lived in harmony with nature, relying on hunting,
fishing, and agriculture to sustain their communities.

Many historians believe that the Lenape people have inhabited the region for at
least 10,000 years, making their culture one of the oldest in North America. Their
deep connection to the land and their spiritual beliefs are central to their identity,
shaping their language, traditions, and societal structure.
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Way of Life

The Lenape people were a highly organized and complex society. They lived in
autonomous villages governed by a council of elders, with decisions made
through consensus. This community-driven approach fostered unity and ensured
that all voices were heard.

One of the most unique aspects of Lenape culture was their matrilineal kinship
system. Family lineage was traced through the mother's side, with women
assuming positions of leadership and authority within the community. This
matriarchal structure not only challenged the European settlers' patriarchal norms
but also demonstrated the Lenape people's deep respect for women's roles and
contributions.

The Lenape relied on sustainable practices for agriculture, growing crops such as
corn, beans, and squash. They also practiced slash-and-burn agriculture, clearing
small areas of forest to cultivate crops, which allowed the land to recover its
fertility over time.
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Hunting and fishing were essential for the Lenape's survival. They hunted deer,
elk, and small game, using every part of the animal, minimizing waste. In terms of
fishing, the Lenape people excelled in harvesting the abundant seafood along the
coast, including clams, oysters, and fish.

Contact with European Settlers

The arrival of European settlers marked a dramatic turning point in the history of
the Lenape people. The Dutch were the first to establish contact with the Lenape
in the early 17th century, followed by the English and the Swedes.

Initially, trade relations between the Lenape and the Europeans were beneficial
for both parties. The Lenape traded furs, corn, and other resources for European
goods, such as metal tools, cloth, and firearms. However, colonial expansion and
the desire for land sparked tensions between the Lenape and the European
settlers, leading to conflicts and displacement.

Through the signing of various treaties, the Lenape were pushed westward,
losing their ancestral lands in New Jersey. Ultimately, they were forced to relocate
to reservations in Oklahoma, Kansas, and Canada.

Preserving Cultural Heritage

Despite the challenges faced by the Lenape people, they have managed to
preserve and celebrate their cultural heritage. Today, there are several vibrant
Lenape communities and organizations, dedicated to ensuring that their history,
language, and traditions endure.

One such organization is the Ramapough Lenape Nation, recognized by the state
of New Jersey as a tribal entity. The Ramapough Lenape continue to honor their
ancestors through powwows, storytelling, language revitalization efforts, and



educational programs that educate the wider community about their culture and
contributions.

The Lenape people's rich heritage is also spotlighted at state parks and historical
sites in New Jersey. The Native American Heritage Commission collaborates with
these sites to educate visitors about Lenape history, art, and customs, providing a
more comprehensive understanding of the early inhabitants of the area.

The Indians of New Jersey, the Lenape or Delaware Indians, possess a
compelling and captivating culture that deserves recognition and respect. Their
ancient roots, communal living, sustainable practices, and matriarchal structure
make them a unique and integral part of the state's history. The story of the
Lenape people enriches our understanding of the complex tapestry of Native
American heritage in North America.

Let us cherish and celebrate the Lenape people, honoring their contributions and
learning from their enduring legacy.
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Here is a story of the Lenape Indians who lived in what is now New Jersey and
eastern Pennsylvania. It describes their culture, crafts, and language as no other
book has done. Hunters, fishers, artisans of flint and skins and basketry, tellers of
traditional tales, dwellers in a region of hills and barrens, of rivers and forests,
they had developed a way of life adjusted to the world around them.

In presenting the lore and heritage of the Lenapes, Dr. M.R. Harrington does so
through the eyes of a shipwrecked English boy who became a captive of the
Indians, and was eventually adopted into the tribe. The narrative is lively reading,
and the facts on which it is based are accurate. With the accompanying Clarence
Ellsworth line drawings, the reader can understand and even reproduce many of
the objects the author describes: the Lenape bows and arrows, muccasins and
mats, baskets and bowls.

This new edition is a reissue of an often asked for an unavailable New Jersey
classic, first published in 1938.
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