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POSKITO 1250



It was late summer in the Pee Dee River Valley in North Carolina’s southern piedmont region. The year could have been 1250 or 1346 or any one of the more than two hundred years during which the area was hunted, fished, and farmed by a tribe that later came to be known as the Pee Dee Indians.


Corn stalks stood tall and proud in the fields, shimmering bright green in the summer sun. In every village people turned their attention to Poskito: the most important event of the year. Each little brown hut was cleaned thoroughly, its floors swept and sprinkled with fresh sand. Old clothing, pottery, and implements were replaced with new. Debts and grievances were settled. Unpunished crimes, except for murder, were forgiven. All hearth fires were extinguished.


At the appointed time, the villagers abandoned their stickball games, basketmaking, and hunting and made their way to a low bluff overlooking the juncture of the Little River and Town Fork Creek. There they joined other tribe members inside an oval-shaped stockade made from closely set posts driven into the ground. The stockade fence was interwoven with cane and small poles and plastered with a mixture of clay and straw. Within the enclosure was a large open plaza that served as a public meeting place.


Today, archaeologists consider the Pee Dee culture part of a widespread tradition known as South Appalachian Mississippian. Town Creek, as their complex society’s hub eventually came to be called, was located in what is now Montgomery County, North Carolina. It was a regional center that interacted and evolved with other regional centers across the Coastal Plain of Georgia and South Carolina to the western North Carolina mountains.


At one end of the Town Creek plaza, in a square compound next to the river, stood the minor temple where the priests lived. Like all ceremonial structures, it was rectangular with a thatched roof. Its walls were made of upright stakes bound together with strong, flexible willow twigs, then covered in mud.


Around the edge of the public area were small, round huts, some of which contained the graves of loved ones who had died from injury, disease, or old age. A game pole stood in the center of the plaza, the skull of a bear hanging from its top. Many a warrior distinguished himself in competition during strenuous ball games in which strength and courage were put to the test.


Across from the priests’ dwelling rose a pyramid-shaped mound, about ten feet wide and five feet high. On top sat the structure that served as a major temple, council house, and lodge.


More than once in years past, the temple had been destroyed by violent storms and heavy rains. At one point the elders decided to elevate the place of worship so that it would be nearer to their sun god. For many months the men, women, and children of the tribe who were not needed elsewhere spent their days digging clay out of lowland pits with sharp-pointed sticks. They carried the clay in baskets to the site where the remains of the old temples lay. By packing the clay along the edge of a large square, they built a rim, then filled it in. On top of this mound they built a rectangular structure from logs and sod and a ramp that led from the top of the platform down into the village.


The project was a major undertaking, but the villagers were accustomed to hard work. It was not in their nature to give up. Around a.d. 1200 their ancestors had traveled a long distance over stony ground, through dense undergrowth, across swamps and hazardous waterways to find this paradise on earth, with its fertile fields and abundant game. They had defended their new home from marauders and weathered the ravages of disease. The effort required to construct the mound and new temple seemed slight by comparison.


By late summer, everything was ready for Poskito. The Town Creek Indian Mound Guidebook offers the following description:




The Poskito, or renewal ceremony, was the most important of several ceremonies to be held in the square ground during the year. Known by the white man as the ceremony of the “busk,” deriving from the Indian word meaning “a fast,” it also was referred to as the “green corn ceremony,” as corn played an important part in the ritual performed. The eight day celebration was held after the gathering of the first new corn crop, to mark the beginning of the new year…. During the first four days of the busk, people from the surrounding villages gathered at the Town Creek ceremonial center to take part in rituals of purification. These included ceremonial bathing, fasting, scratching the body with a gar fish tooth or sharp stone to expel evil spirits, and taking cathartic medicines. The most famous of these medicines, the black drink, was made from the leaves of the yaupon shrub. After the leaves were parched in pots and then steeped in boiling water, the resultant black liquid was served to participants in whom it induced violent vomiting, thus cleansing the individual of inner evil.





The second half of the Poskito was much more enjoyable. First, the sacred fire was rekindled. Ears of new corn were offered to the spirits, and the people themselves were allowed to partake of the fruits of their labor. The young men of the tribe who had proven their manhood that year were given warrior names. After a period of feasting and celebrating, the participants took embers from the new fire back to their villages to relight the hearths in their homes, ensuring that they would remain “the people of one fire.”


The Pee Dee Indians did not write down the story of the busk for future generations to read, but they left something even more valuable than written documents: their own remains and the discarded objects of their everyday lives. As historian Joffre L. Coe wrote in his book Town Creek Indian Mound, their story




is not a book that can be read in an easy chair in the comfort of home, but it is a book whose pages must be carefully turned with the shovel and the trowel in the hot sun and in the rain…. The reading is hard, the story is incomplete, but that which is learned gives us a better understanding of those who have gone before.





Each year, Pee Dee villagers not only renewed their lives through the Poskito ceremony, they also left signs and symbols of their existence in the earth beneath their feet. In doing so they provided proof that long before Europeans first spotted the shores of North Carolina, the “people of one fire” called it home.




THE ROANOKE COLONY 1590



John White shifted his weight to keep from losing his balance as the Hopewell lurched forward, overcoming yet another wave. The planks beneath his feet groaned and choppy foam sloshed against the ship’s hull. Squinting into the salt breeze, White curled his hands a little tighter around the weathered rail. Although the ocean seemed quiet at the moment, the storms of the past ten days were fresh in his mind. He cringed as he recalled the driving rain, deafening explosions of thunder, and great churning spouts of water. More than once he had expected to be washed overboard.


But today the weather was calm, and the Hopewell plowed steadily and confidently through the swells. Off the starboard bow White caught sight of the Hopewell’s companion ship, the Moonlight, in full sail. His gaze shifted to a strip of land in the distance, which he recognized as the Island of Croatoan. Just beyond it lay the newfound land—a place White called “Virginia,” now part of the state of North Carolina. Over the past three years White had often wondered if he would ever see this place again.


In August of 1587, he had left the New World for England to gather provisions for the men, women, and children of Sir Walter Raleigh’s Virginia settlement. He planned to return within a matter of months. About the same time, however, the English learned that Phillip II of Spain was sending the Spanish Armada their way. Queen Elizabeth ordered all ships to stand by in preparation for war.


White persisted. In the spring of 1588, he was granted the use of two small vessels not suited for battle against Spain. They set sail on April 22, but one month after their departure, the English ships limped home, crippled from an encounter with the French. White hoped to set out for Virginia again that summer, but renewed threats from Spain forced him to cancel his plans.


Time slipped away. Finally, with the help of several London merchants, White secured passage on the Hopewell, which set sail in March of 1590. The primary purpose of the voyage was to raid Spanish treasure ships. Relieving the colonists was only a secondary objective.


It was now mid-August. White and the others had been at sea for five months. White knew the colonists must be wondering what had become of him. He tried not to think about the trouble that might have befallen them in his absence. His concerns had a very personal foundation. Among those he had left behind were his daughter Eleanor Dare, her husband Ananias, and their baby, Virginia, christened just days before White departed for England.


White couldn’t help smiling at the thought of his precious granddaughter, the first European child born in the New World. She would soon celebrate her third birthday. How he longed to see her, to know that she was safe.


A gull cried harshly, startling White out of his reverie. The crew had begun making preparations to weigh anchor. As darkness descended, he gazed again at the shoreline. Clouds of smoke rose into the air above the distant trees. White studied the landmarks. The smoke seemed to come from the approximate location of Roanoke, where he had last seen the colonists. It could be a sign that the settlement was alive and well.


The next day he and several members of the crew rowed to the island. Trudging through the sand under a scorching August sun, White reassured himself. He had no doubt the colonists, a group of more than one hundred capable men and women, had found a way to survive. They probably received help from friends they had made among the native people. They certainly could have relied on Manteo, a Croatoan baptized into the Christian faith around the same time White’s granddaughter was christened.


Still, relations among the people inhabiting the New World had not been perfect. Knowing that trouble might arise while he was in England, White had told the colonists to carve a message on a tree if they left Roanoke. If they left in distress, they were to carve a cross above the message.


White drew closer to the source of the smoke. With a sinking heart, he realized this was only a woods fire. There was no sign of human life or activity. Weary and footsore, the group returned to their ships, planning to head for Roanoke in the morning.


August 17 dawned fair, but strong winds from the northeast whipped the ocean into a churning broth. Passing over the bar into the harbor proved to be a perilous undertaking. Waves washed over the Hopewell’s deck. The Moonlight capsized, and seven crew members drowned.


By the time they were able to set out again, it was dark. They overshot Roanoke by a quarter mile. White’s dismay was replaced by hope when he saw the light of a huge fire through the woods. This time it had to be Eleanor, Ananias, and the others.


At daybreak they went ashore. To White’s disappointment, they found burning grass and trees instead of a signal fire. Through the woods they trekked, with White in the lead, his heart in his throat. Everything would be fine, he assured himself. Any minute now he would hear voices and the sounds of civilization. Little Virginia would run to meet him, arms outstretched.


He stopped. Directly before him stood a tree with three letters carved on it: C R O.


White told his companions about the instructions he had given the planters and pointed out that there was no cross above the letters to indicate distress. Continuing on, they arrived at the settlement.


The houses White had expected to see were gone. In their place was an open area enclosed by a fortlike barrier made of trees. White paused at the entrance and stared at one huge tree in particular. The bark had been removed. About five feet from the ground, eight letters were carved: C R O A T O A N.


Inside the enclosure, heavy items made of iron or lead were strewn about, almost covered by grass and weeds. Not far away White found several chests belonging to him. Someone had broken them open and dumped out the contents. Covers had been torn off books. Pictures and maps had been left on the ground to be ruined by the elements.


Still, to White’s way of thinking, the message on the tree was one of hope. The planters must have gone to Croatoan Island, perhaps with Manteo.


Through the night the weather worsened. The sea rose up as if in anger, smashing in furious waves against the ships. Jagged bolts of lightning struck dangerously close. The next morning, as the crew of the Hopewell attempted to set sail for Croatoan, the anchor cable broke. They dropped a second anchor, which they also lost. They had one anchor left, and food was running low. White agreed with the captain that it would best to head for the West Indies, where they could obtain food and water and spend the winter. In the spring they could return to Croatoan.


But Mother Nature would not have it so. The Hopewell was blown out to sea in a violent storm. White reached Plymouth, England, on October 24, 1590. He never returned to Croatoan.


Although Sir Walter Raleigh and others continued to search for the Roanoke colonists off and on over the years, they were never found. Were they attacked by Spaniards? Were they among the victims slaughtered in 1605 by Powhatan’s warriors? Did they intermarry with the Croatoans? Nobody knows for sure. The fate of the Lost Colony remains a mystery to this day.




BLACKBEARD’S DEMISE 1718



British Navy Lieutenant Robert Maynard had no illusions about the extreme danger of his mission. As the two small warships under his command sailed up the James River toward the Atlantic Ocean, he knew he might never see the shores of Virginia again. His task required secrecy and stealth, courage, cleverness, and a willingness to die if necessary. He only hoped the ammunition and small arms he carried onboard would be sufficient.


The year was 1718. The month was November. Maynard and his crew of seaworthy souls were headed for Ocracoke Island off Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. The planters and settlers of the colony had appealed to Royal Governor Alexander Spotswood of Virginia for help in ridding their waters of a most unholy terror. In response, Spotswood had ordered Maynard and his men into action. Their assignment was to “beard the lion in his den.” In this particular case, the quarry was a “sea” lion. And his beard was most fearsome and black.


The real name of the person they were after was Edward Teach, Edward Thatch, or, some say, Edward Drummond—but that matters little. The name the world remembers him by even now, nearly three hundred years later, is Blackbeard, and that name was real enough to anyone who sailed the high seas during the early years of the eighteenth century.


Born in 1680, Edward Teach was a native of England, probably Bristol or London. He came from a wealthy family and was well educated. Teach began his career as a privateer for England’s Queen Anne during the War of the Spanish Succession. Around 1713, he took up pirating full-time for his own amusement and profit. An apprentice to Captain Benjamin Hornigold, a notorious pirate of the times, Teach was an excellent student and soon created his own empire by preying on lightly armed merchant ships.


As Lieutenant Maynard gazed at the choppy, dark waters of the James River that November afternoon, he recalled one of Blackbeard’s most recent foul deeds. In May of 1718, the devilish pirate had set up a blockade in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. Positioning his ships end to end across the bay, he held Charleston hostage for several weeks, demanding money, supplies, and medicine. It was the culmination of a reign of terror during which Blackbeard had acquired four vessels and more than three hundred henchmen.


To everyone’s surprise, shortly after the blockade Blackbeard surrendered to North Carolina Governor Charles Eden. The dreaded pirate accepted a pardon and took an “oath of obedience.” He even set up housekeeping with a wife (his thirteenth or fourteenth, no one was sure which) in the town of Bath. Within two years, however, he had resumed his murderous plundering with even greater zeal.


Maynard shook his head. If even half the stories about Blackbeard’s cruelty and carnage were true, he would be doing the whole world a huge favor by cutting the rogue down. But he would have to be very careful. Edward Teach was no fool. He undoubtedly had spies everywhere. Maynard planned to stop any craft he met on the way—not only to confirm Blackbeard’s whereabouts but also to prevent those onboard from going to warn the outlaw.


On November 21, about four days after he left Virginia, Maynard reached the mouth of Ocracoke Inlet. En route he had learned from passing schooners that Blackbeard’s ship was indeed anchored at his favorite spot on the south side of the island. It was evening. The chilly breezes of late fall and the shadows of night swirled in the mist surrounding Maynard’s boats. Even though the British commander had been extremely careful, he knew he could not count on the element of surprise. In fact, Blackbeard had already placed his ship in a posture of defense. He was clearly expecting company.


At dawn on November 22, Maynard ordered the attack. With a skilled seaman at the helm, the Royal Navy sloop bore down on the pirate’s craft. Suddenly, with a sickening scraping sound, it ran aground in shallow water.


One can only imagine Blackbeard’s glee as he blasted his stranded antagonist broadside with swan shot and scrap iron, instantly disabling twenty men. As the smoke cleared, an eerie silence descended over Ocracoke Inlet. The deck of Maynard’s ship was empty, save for the wounded and the dead.


With a fiendish chuckle, Blackbeard signaled a dozen or so of his band to join him in boarding the crippled sloop. This was really too easy, he thought. No challenge at all.


In the hold below the decks of the British vessel, Lieutenant Maynard and the rest of his surviving crew members crouched in darkness. They listened as lifeboats hit the water with a splash. They heard men climbing up the sides of the ship. Loud thuds overhead told them the pirates had leaped over the gunwale.


“Now!” exclaimed Maynard. He rushed up on deck with his men and confronted a hellish sight. An enormous, muscular wildman towered over them, brandishing a cutlass in his huge right hand. Dressed in black from his boots to his broad-brimmed hat, he sported several pistols and knives in a wide leather belt, or bandolier, across his chest. He had twisted his long, coal-black hair and beard into “tails,” tying them with colored cloth. Entwined in a few of the tails were slow-burning matches that sent forth smoke to billow around his ghastly face. The spark of madness in his eyes glinted off the two-foot knife clenched between his discolored teeth. He growled deep in his throat like a beast.


Maynard had never met the infamous Blackbeard, but he immediately recognized him. The sailors began a fierce, hand-to-hand battle against the buccaneers. Blade clanked against blade. Shots rang out, and the sea was soon tinctured blood red. Maynard and his men fired at Blackbeard, wounding him at least five times. Teach’s body was gushing blood, yet the pirate still stood his ground. Cursing, he drew one of his spare pistols, cocked it—and fell down dead. All the pirates who had come aboard with their leader were either killed or taken prisoner.


At this point the second schooner under Maynard’s command moved in to attack Blackbeard’s vessel. The few remaining buccaneers surrendered, their eyes wide in fear and astonishment as they watched Maynard’s men hang Blackbeard’s severed head on the prow of the British ship. Later, many would swear the pirate king’s headless body swam three times around the sloop before disappearing in a slow dive. From that moment on, the channel would be known as Teach’s Hole.
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