Make A Wampum Belt

All About Wampum

The Indian tribes who lived on the New England coast were the original tribes who used the word
wampum, meaning, “white shell beads”. Beads made from shells have always been important to many
Indian tribes who lived along the coastlines. The ocean was considered a sacred place where all life
came from water.

Wampum was made in two colors: white and purple. The white color came from a whelk shell, which
could easily be formed into a bead and would not shatter easily. The purple color came from the inner
shell of a large clam called a Quahog (pronounced co-hog). Many designs were created with these two
color shell beads. The designs adorned belts, necklaces, bracelets, earrings, and other ornaments. Some
of the designs represented past events in the history of the tribe. Many of the tribes had no written
language so these designs acted as a permanent record of past events.

Once the Indians and European settlers began to trade, wampum became the money of the Indians.
Approximately six feet of wampum was worth six shillings, enough for a large sack of grain, a warm
blanket, or cooking pots. Indians began to design wampum strictly for foreign trade. Wampum jewelry
became the “in” thing for European nobles who liked to display the new items found in America.

Wampum continued to be “Indian money” well after the American Revolution. Wampum belts were given
at ceremonies such as treaty signings. Artisans still make wampum jewelry in areas of New England and
the East Coast.
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