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Introduction 

Among Native groups of the Mid-Atlantic, historic fishing nets represent both a lost craft and a 

reminder of how their ancestors once sustained themselves along the Atlantic coast and the 

shores of the Delaware and Chesapeake Bays. For the Lenape Tribe of Delaware, the work of the 

last community netmaker, Clem Carney, offers a specific point of pride. Carney’s nets and tools 

were collected in the early 1900s by the cultural anthropologist C.A. Weslager, who illustrated 

them in his publication Delaware’s Forgotten Folk.1 While two of these objects can be found 

within the collections of the National Museum of the American Indian at the Smithsonian 

Institution (NMAI), most cannot be found or have not been preserved. This loss highlights years 

of misidentification and neglect of the Lenape Tribe of Delaware and their cultural heritage. It 

also points at a need to study, understand, and preserve this once crucial technology.  

 

Sparked by the Tribe’s desire to find and study Carney’s nets, an 18-month-long project was 

completed in collaboration with the Lenape Tribe of Delaware. Running from the winter of 2018 

to the spring of 2019, this project sought to study all extant examples of historic Mid-Atlantic 

Native American fishing nets within museum collections. The goals of the study were to create 

an inventory of the nets and associated materials found and engage the community in the 

examination and preservation of their material culture through sustained outreach events.  

 

This article will provide an overview of the project, but its aim is not to discuss the findings of 

the net analyses. Instead, this article aims to examine the precedence and impetus for 

collaborative research with a source community and demonstrate the value of collaboration and 

associated outreach in object-based decolonization and Indigenous knowledge reclamation. 

 

The Lenape Tribe of Delaware and the Nets of Clem Carney 

The Lenape Tribe is one of two state-recognized tribes in Delaware. Although they only gained 

this recognition in 2016, they have inhabited the Delmarva Peninsula and larger ancestral region 

of Lenapehoking for millennia. However, their presence had been all but forgotten by the non-

Native community in the aftermath of colonization.  

 

Prior to the arrival of European colonizers, the Lenape lived in semi-permanent communities 

along the Delaware and Chesapeake Bays and their tributaries in what is now New Jersey, 

Delaware, eastern Pennsylvania, southern New York, and western Connecticut. While Europeans 

                                                 
1 C.A. Weslager, Delaware's Forgotten Folk : The Story of the Moors & Nanticokes (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2006 [1943]). 

http://www.lenapeindiantribeofdelaware.com/
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are recorded to have visited Lenapehoking as early as 1524,2 colonization of the region did not 

begin until 1609.3 The region was subsequently controlled by the Swedes and Dutch before 

finally becoming part of the English colonies. While peoples living along the east coast of 

modern-day North America are believed to have utilized the local environment of lakes, rivers, 

and coastlines since approximately 8000 BCE,4 no written record prior to colonization exists. 

Numerous colonists and missionaries documented and even published their first-hand accounts 

and observations of the Lenape. However, there is no account of their daily lives or “material, 

spiritual, and social conditions.”5 The majority of existing accounts are biased and inaccurate. 

 

As one of the first Indigenous groups along the Atlantic coast to interact with Europeans, the 

Lenape have been severely affected by colonization for centuries. Since the arrival of Europeans, 

the Lenape either acculturated, converting to Christianity and marrying white colonists, or 

moved.6 In a series of mass migrations between 1754 and 1868, the majority of the Lenape 

peoples were forced to move from their ancestral homelands. A large group went to Ontario, 

where a Munsee-Delaware7 Nation is still located. Others were forced west, first into western 

Pennsylvania, then Ohio, Indiana, Missouri, Kansas, and ultimately Oklahoma, where the 

federally recognized Delaware Tribe is based.8 These migrations are documented in C.A. 

Weslager’s work The Delaware Indian Westward Migration. In it, Weslager published data 

acquired from the Delaware Tribal Business Committee on where the 4,708 “Delaware Indians” 

of voting age lived in 1977.9 The list showed “Delaware” people living in 45 US states and 

Washington, D.C., but not the state of Delaware. This belief by the larger non-Native community 

that Lenape people no longer lived in Lenapehoking was due in large part to misidentification by 

20th-century anthropologists.  

 

Beginning in 1912, the Lenape Tribe of Delaware became the subject of study by leading 

University of Pennsylvania anthropologist, Frank Speck and his student C.A. Weslager. These 

two men studied the modern-day Lenape’s ancestors, including Clem Carney, and collected their 

objects and stories. Weslager, who noted the group’s resemblance to their Indigenous neighbors 

the Nanticoke, failed to recognize the community as Lenape.10 Instead he referred to the group as 

“Delaware’s Forgotten Folk” or “Moors,” peoples believed to be of Spanish descent.11 Even 

when, in 1948, the Smithsonian Institution did refer to the Tribe as “a surviving Indian group of 

the eastern U.S.,”12 it still failed to identify them as Lenape.  

                                                 
2 Kraft, Herbert C. The Lenape Indian : A Symposium. South Orange, N.J.: Archaeological Research Center, Seton 

Hall University, 1984, 22.  
3 Ibid., 23. 
4 Merwyn Garbarino and Robert F Sasso, Native American Heritage (Prospect Heights, Ill.: Waveland Press, 1996), 

29.  
5 Herbert C. Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Indian Heritage (Place of publication not identified: Lenape Books, 

2001), 24.  
6 Ibid. 
7 Lenape peoples are also referred to as Delaware. This name originates from the Lord De La Warr for whom the 

Bay, state, and its original inhabitants were named by European colonizers.   
8 C.A. Weslager, The Delaware Indian Westward Migration (Wallingford, Pa.: Middle Atlantic Press, 1978), 12. 
9 Ibid., 228. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 25 
12 29 DE Code § 106 (2016). JUSTIA Law, Accessed June 30, 2020, 

https://law.justia.com/codes/delaware/2016/title-29/chapter-1/section-106/.  

https://law.justia.com/codes/delaware/2016/title-29/chapter-1/section-106/


 

Today the Lenape Tribal government, under the leadership of Chief Dennis Coker, is located in 

Cheswold, DE. Although the Tribe “has an unbroken history of hundreds of years of settlement 

and continued residency in the vicinity of Cheswold” and “can date their ancestral ties as far 

back as the early 1700s,”13 they battled for 26 years to receive state recognition, and are still 

battling to reclaim the knowledge erased by colonizers and the systemic oppression that has 

followed.  

 
Map with ancestral region of Lenapehoking highlighted in blue. Cheswold, DE is marked with a red circle. 

 

Unlike other Delaware groups who have been able to remain as large cohesive groups, the 

Lenape Tribe of Delaware has struggled to retain a core identity in the eyes of the state and 

federal governments. Since 1609, their traditional lifeways have been altered by many factors, 

including displacement, intermarriage, and acculturation, and unfortunately the Tribe deems 

many of their ancestral practices to be lost. As part of their prolonged battle to reclaim their 

identity, the Lenape Tribe of Delaware has worked to revitalize the practices that would have 

sustained their ancestors in Lenapehoking, including the once-crucial act of net-making.  

 

Project Impetus and Overview 

The author approached Lenape leadership in 2018 to discuss the possibility of a collaborative 

project that would serve the research interests of the Lenape community. The topic of net-

making, inspired by the works of Clem Carney, was one of many options the Tribe put forth. 

Clem Carney was born in Cheswold, DE shortly after the American Civil War, and his 

descendants are active in the community today. As of 1943, Carney was the only netmaker 

remaining in the Lenape community. Unfortunately, none of his nets survive within the 

community, and few people who knew Clem Carney personally are living today.  

                                                 
13 29 DE Code § 106 (2016). JUSTIA Law, Accessed June 30, 2020, 

https://law.justia.com/codes/delaware/2016/title-29/chapter-1/section-106/. 

https://law.justia.com/codes/delaware/2016/title-29/chapter-1/section-106/


 
Clem Carney, as illustrated in Delaware’s Forgotten Folk 

 

Tribal member Patsy Cline knows that Clem taught her grandfather how to tie nets and 

remembers Carney tying nets in a shed at the end of his driveway.14 Yet no one else within her 

family learned the craft, and no other Carney students have been identified. The Tribe was 

therefore most familiar with his work through illustrations included in C.A. Weslager’s book 

Delaware’s Forgotten Folk.  During his many visits to Cheswold, Weslager collected examples 

of both Carney’s tools and nets, including two gauges, two shuttles, a net float, and a dip net. 

These objects were believed to have been donated to the Heye Collection, which was transferred 

to the Smithsonian Institution in 1989 and became the founding collection of the National 

Museum of the American Indian.15 Aware of these illustrations and the possible location at the 

Smithsonian, the Tribe hoped that extant nets made by Carney could be found and studied.  

Unfortunately, only two of the objects documented by Weslager—a shuttle and a float— could 

be located in the NMAI collection, and no evidence of Carney’s work can be found within other 

North American collections.  

                                                 
14 Patsy Cline, Personal Communication, 2018. 
15 “National Museum of the American Indian. History of the Collections,” Smithsonian Institution, Accessed June 

20, 2020, https://americanindian.si.edu/explore/collections/history.  

 

https://americanindian.si.edu/explore/collections/history


 
Carney’s nets and tools as illustrated in Delaware’s Forgotten Folk and a shuttle (NMAI 246724.000) and pine float (NMAI 

246726.000) believed to be those illustrated and found in the collection of the National Museum of the American Indian, 

Smithsonian Institution 

 

Despite this loss of Carney’s nets, the project moved forward with an expanded scope: to study 

all extant examples of Mid-Atlantic fishing nets. The largest influence on variation among 

fishing nets is their intended use, and Native Mid-Atlantic peoples have fished for similar, if not 

the same fish species in analogous environments. For these reasons, parallels can be drawn 

between nets from differing tribes and generations. In total, 20 historic net or net fragments and 

39 net-making tools representing six Mid-Atlantic tribes were examined at both NMAI and the 

American Museum of Natural History (AMNH). Technical details related to construction (net 

type, mesh size, knotting and construction method), material (cordage material, spin, and ply) 

and cultural context (presence of repairs and preservatives) were recorded systematically on data 

sheets that are now included with each object’s museum record. This study reinforced the 

concept that similar if not the same construction methods were used by people of differing tribes 

in the same geographic region. It also shed light on the use of historic preservatives and native 

cordage fiber plants,16 which is of specific interest to the Lenape Tribe and is therefore important 

for future research. Additionally, to facilitate future research, an inventory of over 290 Native 

Mid-Atlantic nets and associated materials from museums throughout North America was 

compiled. 

 

During the course of the technical study, the Tribe was consulted and updated frequently. A 

series of outreach events allowed this work to not simply be a study of nets, but to achieve a 

higher goal of object-based decolonization and knowledge reclamation.  

 

                                                 
16 Eight handmade cordage examples estimated to include dogbane, slippery elm, and either milkweed or nettle were 

found among the nets studied.  


