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DEATH CHANT -

THE BLACK WARRIOR



TUSCALBBSA:
THE BLACK WARRIGR

Tuscaloosa- today some of us think of it as an
Alabama city, or a football mecca. The Warrior
River, Blackwater, the Black Warrior- perhaps we
barely acknowledge these names as water to drive
across, or as bridges, signs, and communities to zoom
past on our way to Somewhere Else. Yet these names
and places are only a dim reminder, a faint distortion,
of the ghost of the great warrior whose name¢ we have
borrowed from history to mark our land.

Tuscaloosa- an Upper Creek name that meant
"blackwarrior,” and The Black Warrior he was- a man
of dark skin and enormous height and breadth for the
16th century. He stood well over six feet tall, so large
of a man for his time, that when DeSoto and his
conquistadores held him captive and placed him upon
the back of one of their Spanish horses, his feet drug
the ground.

Four hundred and fifty-one years ago, he was the
Sun-god of the Upper Creek Nation. To merely call
him leader, or chief, is not accurate, for not only was
he a leader and war chief, he was also high-priest as
well, for this was the time when one of the last groups
*of the mound builders and their religion still existed.
Prior to his capture, the Sipsey River and all its
tributaries were Tuscaloosa's territory, and his
headtown, known as Athahatchee, was located near
what is now the modern community of Sipsey,
Alabama. This headtown was on the western border of
| his province and his territory comprised all of the
streams and tributaries which drained into the Black
Warrior River Basin, including the Sipsey River that
runs through the Bankhead National Forest.
When he traveled from his headtown to the other
capital towns in the Black Warrior and Big Tom
provinces, he was carried on a litter and a feather
shade, woven to form a white four-directional cross on
a circle of black, was held above him, as the sun was
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never allowed to shine on Tuscaloosa. This towering
warrior-chief wore a feather headdress similar to an
Aztec one, and across his broad shoulders, a feather
mantle was draped that fell to his ankles.

Tuscaloosa's people were classed by the French as the
Alabama nation, all under one heading, but it is
probably more accurate to call his people the Upper
Creek Nation, for they were comprised of many
peoples including Alabama, Miccosoukee, Natchez,
Seminole and others. They loved to decorate their
bodies with tattoos and paints, and one of the most
common forms of adornment were "bumblebee stripes”
ringing the legs which made it look as though they
were wearing modem-day striped socks.

The Black Warrior's people, in addition to their great
love of adornment, were also skilled traders. Their
principle trade items were the eastern woods buffalo
and a red iron oxide paint that was mined in this area.
Their principle economy depended upon the migrating
buffalo, who migratory trail ran northward from the tip
of Lake Michigan and southward to Natchez,
Mississippi and Mobile Bay, Alabama. Along this
north-south trail, the eastern woods buffalo ranged
south when the snows came and followed the green
grasses back north in the spring and summer. It was
along this migratory trail that one of the major trade
routes was established, later to be known as the Mobile
Trace.

The Black Warrior’s province was in a major
crossroads where the Trace intersected with another
important trade route known as the Chemin de la
Caroline. Together these two trade routes connected
villages and capital towns from the great lakes all the
way to Mobile, and traveling far and wide along these
routes, Tuscaloosa'’s people used these paths and their
crossroads to great advantage.

The Upper Creek Nation lived well as traders but by




the time the European invaders reached the shores of
the Americas, it was a nation in decline due to
overhunting of the buffalo. By the time DeSoto landed
in Tampa, although Tuscaloosa's rule of his territory
was still absolute, the eastern woods buffalo was
virtually extinct and as a result, the sun-chief's
kingdom was in a state of collapse, the food supply
was dwindling, trade items were becoming scarcer, and
the mound cultures were disintegrating.

Because Tuscaloosa's people traveled far and wide
along the trade routes, it was not long after DeSoto
and his conquistadores landed near Tampa, Florida, in
1539, that Tuscaloosa became aware of his presence in
the Americas and his dealings with the native peoples.
DeSoto and his army of 300 infantry and 150
calvarymen were small in comparison to the nations of
warriors in the southeast, but they were greatly aided
by the use of Spanish armor, calvary charges, the
terrible noise of their muskets, and the deadly accuracy
of their crossbows.

Charged to find gold and to spread the Catholic
religion, DeSoto and his army crossed up from Florida
and into Georgia, then later into Tennessee. In
Tennessee, they built boats and rode southward into
Alabama to the Village of Coosa, along. the Coosa
River, near modern day Childersburg. All along this
expedition route, in the conquistadores quest for gold,
the native peoples were terrorized, murdered, and
enslaved. Word traveled quickly along the trade routes
of this savagery, and many villages placated DeSoto
and his army with offerings of pearls and food, but
DeSoto and his party were frustrated in their efforts to
find gold.

During this time period, talk of Tuscaloosa and his
wealth reached DeSoto's ears. But even as The Black
Warrior’s name was being spoken to the conquistador,
Tuscaloosa was already plotting the demise of DeSoto.
Word had reached Tuscaloosa that DeSoto would be
landing at Coosa, and Tuscaloosa sent word through
his son to the chief of that village, that when the Black
Warrior was through with the Spaniards, he was going
to send them back to the old Coosa chief in chains.
Meanwhile, Tuscaloosa chose the site of Mabila as the
site of ambush for DeSoto and his men. He had all of
the woods burned as well as the outlying buildings in
this village, so they could get a clear view in every
direction when DeSoto's party approached.
Tuscaloosa's son escorted DeSoto and his men to his
father's headtown of Athahatchee, where the Black
Warrior and the Spanish conquistador first met. As
befitting Tuscaloosa's station, when the man
approached him who had been terrorizing the southeast
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in his quest for gold, Tuscaloosa did not rise in
greeting but remain seated while DeSoto came to join
him. Tuscaloosa told him of the riches at Mabila and
agreed that he should go there, but perhaps DeSoto
suspected an ambush, because when Tuscaloosa rose
from the meeting to go to Mabila ahead of DeSoto to
prepare for the Spaniards' arrival, he was placed under
arrest by DeSoto. Using the Black Warrior as a
hostage, together they made their way towards the
settlement of Mabila. It was at this time, that the
Spaniards had to switch Tuscaloosa to a mule, because
the Spanish horses sank beneath his weight.
Tuscaloosa told the Spanish that if they were to travel

in this manner, that he must be allowed to send a
messenger to the hostile Indians in the area telling
them that The Black Warrior was being held hostage
and that they were not to attack the Spanish party or
their leader would be killed. DeSoto agreed to let a
messenger be sent, but the secret message that went
out was that the sun-chief had been captured and that
the time had come for all warriors of the Upper Creek
Nation to come to Mabila and fight until their deaths
for their leader and their nation.

And so to prepare themselves for the battle, his
warriors went and performed their "last rites.” Upon
the sandstones ridges and outcrops of the Rocky Plains
of which today is part of the Bankhead National Forest
and its surrounding counties, they carved the rite of
passage symbols, the acknowledgment of passing from
one realm to another, and as they knelt before these
symbols, they sang their death chants.

In some areas today, these symbols are still evident on
the sandstone. In places like Dogtown, near what is
now known as Eldridge, Alabama, there are dozens of
these symbols appearing together, indicating a group of
warriors prepared there to fight until death for their
leader. There are so many symbols upon the rock
outcrop, that if one looks closely, you can tell the size
of the man who carved it, whether he was right or
left-handed, and something of his personality from the
strokes in which he carved his symbol. Southeast of
Dogtown, in tiny caves along Clear Creek and in the
edges of the Bankhead, and perhaps more sad, are the
solitary symbols of lone warriors who received word of
the battle, who had to sing their death chants and
prepare to die,- alone.

And so, on that fateful day of October 14, 1542, one
of the bloodiest battles in the history of the Americas
was fought. It was a battle that no one won.
Conservative estimates from the Spanish and French
records, indicate that a minimum of 2,500 Upper
Creeks died on that day; larger estimates show that as




many as 8,000 native people were killed. So absolute
was the death pact between Tuscaloosa and his people,
that when two snipers who had been positioned in the
trees discovered that they had ran out of arrows with
which to shoot the Spaniards, and realized that they
were the only two Indians still alive on the battlefield,
they hung themselves from the trees from their own
bowstrings.

The Upper Creek Nation was utterly destroyed on that
day, and although fewer than one-hundred of DeSoto's

army were either killed or injured during the battle, the .

life force was taken out of the conquistadores' mission
as well. Spanish journals indicate that DeSoto himself
was physically knocked to the ground seven times
during the battle from the force of arrows striking
him, and that his armor was penetrated by these
weapons many times. After the Spaniards hacked and
piled the bodies of the Upper Creeks into stacks and
burned them, DeSoto and his men went westward into
Mississippi. However, DeSoto never recovered from
his battle wounds, and he died afterward of
complications and was buried in the Mississippi River,
thus ending the Spanish invasion into the so- called
"New World."

As to the fate of the Black Warrior himself, it is not
known. He was never seen or heard from again after
that day. Some journals and records indicate he
slipped away at the beginning of the battle, and while
some accounts show that he died at Mabila, other
sources simply state that the fate of Tuscaloosa is
"unknown."”

The site of the Battle of Mabila has been in debate
almost since its occurrence. Because the bodies of the
dead were bumned, as well as all the buildings, there is
little physical evidence of the battle site. Some
historians feel it was close to the village of Coosa, near
Childersburg. However, recent evidence, the careful
research of old Spanish journals only recently surfaced,
location ofthe major trade routes on the old French
maps, as well as the location Black Warrior River
Basin itself, all lend strong support that Mabila was
located near to what is now the modern day Bankhead
National Forest.

So strong and lasting is the influence of Tuscaloosa
upon this area, that in the late 60s, when the
Wilderness Bill for the Bankhead National Forest came
up before Congress, it was decided by the local
community that this area would be called the Black
Warrior Wilderness. Unfortunately, because of racial
tension of that era, that name was discouraged and at
the last minute it was changed to Sipsey Wilderness
instead. And yet, history has a way of preserving itself

in spite of our worst intentions, because "Sipsey,"
which means tulip-poplar, was the name of
Tuscaloosa’s daughter. ,

Only 200 of the Upper Creeks survived in the area
after the massacre and they retreated to the Rocky
Plains in the southwest corner of the Bankhead
National Forest under the leadership of Chief John
Shannon. Of these survivors, and others who may
have escaped the battle, and of the Black Warrior
himself, who can say in this area rich with Cherokee

‘and Creek lineage, that some of that warrior spirit does

not survive in us today?

When Tuscaloosa was asked what kind of Indian he
was through one of the interpreters, he told DeSoto
that he was a Seminole, which was misinterpreted as
"one who runs away." What Seminole actually means
is "one who stands separate and apart." The painting
that accompanies this article was painted by Jim
Manasco, who has long thought of, searched, and
watched over the remnants of Tuscaloosa’s vanished
kingdom. Jim says that the painting "is of Tuscaloosa
singing his death chant, just before he was never seen
or heard from again." In many ways, he said "it was a
hard to paint, because there was a lot of emotional
stress in the painting of it."

It is astounding and sad, to stand 450 years later before
the carved symbols of the death pacts on the rocky
plains and in the Bankhead itself, and to realize that in
those carvings lie the last traces of a mighty nation,
led by one of last sun-gods of the mound cultures,
which in one terrible day, vanished forever.

Vanished? Perhaps not. Could it be that the spirit of
Tuscaloosa and his people walk this land yet? Could it
be that we can still hear the footsteps of the men
carrying Tuscaloosa upon his litter, the chants of the
rites of passage, the scrape of flint knives upon the
sandstone, the beating of far-off drums? Today, if one
can listen with the true ear of the wakened heart,
pethaps all of these sounds can still be heard yet in the
Four Winds as they whistle along the Bankhead's
mighty bluffs, reminding us, waking an ancient
collective memory that sings in the blood, of a time
and a people who stood separate and apart, who at the
cost of their own lives, refused to be treated with
contempt, and of a fierce leader and his people who
even in death, never surrendered.

oun 'BASIC 'AND lRREPLACABLE
- CAPITAL IS THE ENVIRONMENT

ITSELF. WE CAN'T ALLOW IT TO BE
EATEN UP BY CORPORATE CANCERS.
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" THE COMPOSITE BEAST *

Two things happen when State

and Federal Agencies ally
themselves with the International
Corporations. The public gets
shafted by exploitation of their
public properties and small,
private businesses arc made
extinct by unfair competition with
the Corporate Giants.

The Intemational Corporation
squeezes the local timber business
out of existance by various
means. The US Forest Service
offers package sales of many
tracts of timber that cumulatively require more capital and
equipment than the small, local logging operation-can afford.
Instead of employing several small businesses, usually local,
the government would rather bring in one giant operation.
What does this have to do with forest management? Much.
One very obvious change in the National Forests of Alabama
is the abandonment of the old tiny logging roads. Many of
these still allowed the forest canopy to shade and protect the
soil from erosion. Now, to accompany the Megalndustry, the
log roads are like superhighways designed to bring in bigger
machinery. Bigger machinery means far more damage to the
fragile forest soils.

Who is this Composite Beast? It is not the logging and
sawmill business. It is not the local independents who can
hardly make a living selling 10 the International Corporate
Giants who control the markets. It is the alliance of the
Alabama Forestry Commission, the US Forest Service, and
Corporate giants like Champion International with their
mouthpiece mascots like EAGLE. EAGLE is a hired gun that
amounts to a slick sell job for the Timber Barons who already
control millions of acres of lands; who covet even our public
lands and who intend to control all trees, lands and logging.
This is why the Forest Service is transforming your national
forest into a Pinc Pulp Factory.

The small logging operation, the small hardwood pallet
companies will soon be a thing of the past. With them will go
a piece of Americana and the very concept of frec enterprise.
The Bankhead Monitor Plan For Recovery of the Bankhead
includes the employment of all local loggers.

The loggers can harvest the 90,000 acres of pines that have
been planted by the Forest Service and work to restore our
hardwoods. This will take years. We little people must all
stand and work together against Goliath.

Lamar Marshall

Disclaimer: Any cartoons bearing any resemblance to the living or the
dead, kings or paupers, is simply a unique coincidence
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cover FOREST PRIMEVAL

Another of Charles Seifrieds’ collection of hundreds
of Bankhead Images. There is something mystical
about an ancient forest. It is a wild glory. It is the
final expression of nature in ultimate freedom from
the conquering hand of man. The majesty of
Bankhead is taken away by tree farm managers
who delight in poisoning plant life and carving their
initials into the face of the earth. These places fall
prey to their twisted imaginations and conceptions
for the redesign of our Native Forest Primeval.



CAPSEVY CREEK
JEWEL OF THE WILD

" There's a land where the mountains are nameless and

the rivers all run God-knows-where, there are lives that

are erring and aimless, and deaths that just hang by a

By Lamar Marshall

a feeling of rootedness. The incredible beauty of the
area charged my soul with an awareness of my ancient
people whose eyes looked on the same walls of rock.

hair."

That's what Robert W. Service wrote about the Yukon
wilderness many years ago.

There's a canyon in the Bankhead where you can
almost believe you are there.

I stood in a natural cup of the earth, looking up at the
great walls of rock that hemmed me in with a silence
that I almost could hear. As I stood there among the
century old trees I could feel the power of the earth
flowing from the ground and into my legs and through
my body. It must be the same energy that pervades the
great oldgrowth trees in the Warrior Mountains. It was

A timeless spectacle.

Capsey Canyon, one of my favorites, lies on the east
side of Cheatham Road, Highway 33. That's bad news.
Any ecological, historical, or other fantastic work of
nature in East Bankhead is in grave jeopardy of being
run through the meat grinder of the US Forest Service
Wood Fiber Extraction policy.

In fact, the ridgetops immediately above the bluffs of
your ( yes, your, if you are a U.S. citizen. ) Capsey
Canyon are bald, clearcut, eroded, poisoned and in
most cases converted to the Pinus genus of trees.
Capsey begins as tiny springs that well out of the High

5


















































































































