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What was wampum?

Wampum were shell beads manufactured by Native people along the coast of Long Island Sound, especially the Pequots.  These beads were highly prized by all Native people throughout New England and even upstate New York.

The wampum beads were strung together into belts that were not just decoration, but important symbols of ancestry and tribal affiliation.
Strings of beads were usually measured in what was called a “fathom” (six feet) for trade purposes.

There were two types of wampum beads white, and purple.  The white were small tubular beads made from a whelk shell and the purple, which was more highly prized came from a colored spot on the shell of a clam.
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The Dutch first traded with the Pequots around 1622 for wampum and they soon realized they could trade Wampum for furs with other Native groups, especially those inland up the Hudson River in New York.  By the time of the Pequot War (1636), wampum was being used as trade currency not just by Native people, but the Dutch and the English colonists as well.

The Pequots soon came to dominate the production of wampum and became the middlemen in the trade for Dutch and European goods that led to their control of other Native groups in Connecticut and Eastern Long Island.
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