
Who are the Melungeon
People?

A story of tri-race populations in the Eastern United States

Kimberly Millering

January 10, 2022

ArcGIS StoryMaps



As you can see in this video, there are many ideas of who and

where the Melungeon people came from.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WO0UOsp-NZ8


My discovery of the term Melungeon came when I began

researching my daughters’ paternal line.

I discovered that their 2nd great grandfather, John N. Scott was

listed as mulatto in the 1860 census, but then in the 1870 census

listed as white.



The 1870 Census for Sumter County, South Carolina



“How can that be?” Was it hard for the census taker to identify the

family’s race? Did ten years earlier, the family identified as a free

people of color. What had changed in ten years? 



So, like any curious genealogist, I set off to find out more. 



Just Google it!

I literally typed the name “John N. Scott, Sumter, SC” into the

Google search bar and was directed to a website about Native

Americans in South Carolina.

But as I read on things got more complicated, it described the Scott

family not as Native American, but

• mixed-blood

• Free Persons of Color

• Mulattoes

• Mestizos

• Egyptian and Indian origins

• a connection to the Melungeons of eastern Tennessee

Then there was a reference to an 1858 petition, where the Scott

family filed suit against the State of South Carolina to dispute the

https://sciway3.net/clark/freemoors/scott.html


paying of higher taxes that was required of Free Persons of Color,

Mulattoes and Mestizos. In this petition, one of the witness

described the Scotts as being of Egyptian and Indian origins. 

When I lived in South Carolina, I remembered hearing stories about

a group of people in Sumter County that locals referred to as

“Turks”, and this reference was not meant as a complement. It was

used to describe a group of people who were different and kept to

themselves. 

Was my children’s father a part of this group? If he was, he didn’t

know it. 

Pictured right is the Noah Benehaley family, a known Turk family in

Sumter.

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/tracing-mysterious-turks-of-south-carolina-back-revolutionary-war-180970383/


What does it mean to be Melungeon?

The origins of the Melungeon people have been shrouded in

mystery for decades and they have sometimes been referred to as

the lost tribe of Appalachia.

Melungeon is an all encompassing word to describe a people of mix

race with possible backgrounds of

• Portuguese

• Turkish

• Moorish

• Arabic

• Jewish

• American Indian

• African



Ask a Melungeon and they will most likely tell you that they are

Indian, white, and Portuguese. 

The origin of the word Melungeon is a bit of a mystery too, but may

be derived from:

• the French word mélange which means mixture

• or the African word malungo meaning shipmate

• or the Turkish word melun jinn meaning "cursed soul"

How did they get to America?

Just like the mysterious origins of the name Melungeon, how they

came to be in America is also shrouded in tales of lore. 



Some theories say they are 

• descendants of Prince Madoc of Wales who explored North

America in the 1170s



• or descendants of the abandoned Lost Colony of Roanoke Island

who survived by cohabitating with the Croatan Indians.



or descendants of Portuguese sailors who were abandoned on the

shores of South Carolina when the ship they were sailing on needed

to make room for more precious cargo.



• or escaped Moorish slaves, approximately 1/3 of enslaved

Africans in the antebellum South came from predominantly

Islamic parts of West Africa.



• or members of one of the lost tribes of Israel who were rumored

to have made it to the Americas.
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Tri-racial Populations throughout the Southeastern United 

States

There are other groups of mixed raced people outside the

Melungeon community throughout the southeast referred to by

other names like
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the Carmel Indians of Southern Ohio

http://www.esri.com/
http://www.esri.com/
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the Brown people of Eastern Kentucky
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the Guineas or Chestnut Ridge people of Barbour County, West

Virginia.

http://www.esri.com/
http://www.esri.com/
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the We-sorts of southern Maryland, thought to be part of the

Piscataway tribe.

http://www.esri.com/


Esri, CGIAR, USGS | VITA, Esri, HERE, Garmin, SafeGraph, FAO, METI/NASA, USGS, EPA, NPS | Sources: Esri, U.… Powered by Esri

the Nanticoke-Moors of Delaware who are believe to be the

descendants of shipwrecked Moorish sailors who married into the

local Native American tribe.
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the Cubans and Portuguese of Northampton County, North

Carolina of Afro-Latino mix.

http://www.esri.com/
http://www.esri.com/
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the Turks of Sumter County, South Carolina believed to be

descendants of early Turkish immigrants.
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the Creoles and Redbones of Louisiana who are of French European,

Caribbean and African descent.

http://www.esri.com/
http://www.esri.com/
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and then there are the Melungeon people, who according to the

study conducted by the Journal of Genetic Genealogy, the word

Melungeon was first recorded in 1810 and then used over the next

100 years, primarily in the counties of Hawkins and Hancock,

Tennessee. 

 

However, as this community expanded, we can also find references

to groups of Melungeons in Claiborne County, Tennessee as well as

in the Southwestern Virginia counties of Lee, Scott, and Russell. 

http://www.esri.com/


Melungeon Physical Characteristics

• dark hair and skin with light-colored eyes

• stark contrasts in skin and hair color within a single family

• Native American features

• a particular type of bump or ridge at the back of the head

(usually just above the neck) known at the Melungeon bump



Common Surnames

According to FamilySearch.org, here is a list of some of the most

common surnames among the Melungeon people.

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Melungeons


Laws that Divide

According to the Melungeon Heritage.org, Melungeons were tried

for illegal voting on the grounds that they were not white, and

therefore ineligible to cast a ballot. However, they were acquitted.

In Virginia, Melungeons were classified as “colored” by the Racial

Integrity Act of 1924, also known as the "One Drop Rule," which

was in effect until 1967 when the Supreme Court overturned it in

Loving v. Virginia. In South Carolina, the Scott family challenged the

law, so they did not have to pay higher taxes. They did not win their

case.

This chart which appeared in the publish DNA study highlights the

scrutiny the Melungeon community endured.  Case after case where

they had to defend themselves base on the way they looked.

One of the first cases was the sons of William Nickens defending

their appearance due to their Portuguese ancestry and that they felt

http://melungeon.org/
https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/racial-integrity-laws-1924-1930/


they deserved the same rights as other citizens of the State of

Tennessee. 

One of the most famous cases known as the Shepherd case, named

after the attorney who defended Martha Simmerman, a young

women accused of having negro blood. If she was found guilty, it

would cause her to lose her inheritance per the laws of Tennessee

at the time. Luckily for Ms. Simmerman, the jury decided she was of

Spanish/German or Portuguese ancestry related to people who

immigrated across the straits of Gibraltar and settled in Portugal

before coming to the United States.

Most of the discrimination faced by Melungeons was social rather

than legal; they were considered low-class, untrustworthy, and

“tainted” by their African ancestry.



Isolated Communities

The word Melungeon wasn't used by the Melungeon people to

describe themselves, it was a word used by others as a slur.

Prior to the Civil War, the Melungeon people were classified as Free

People of Color. They were independent farmers and business

owners.

But the years after the Civil War, they lost many of those freedoms.

I think because of this, they began formed their own communities

deep within the Appalachian Mountains which at the time were

considered the undeveloped frontier. This location moved them

away from the more populated areas.



Because they could not attend white schools because of segregation

laws, some Melungeon communities formed their own schools. One

such school was the Vardy Community School, a Presbyterian

mission school in Hancock County, Tennessee which was built on

land that was granted to Vardy Collins in the early 19th century.

When it opened its doors in the 1929, it was the only school for

multi-racial children in the remote mountainous region of

Tennessee and Virginia. The school operated until 1954 when

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) ruled that segregated schools

were unconstitutional.

https://www.facebook.com/tamisarchive/videos/340624567386394


Famous People of possible Melungeon origin

A Wise, Virginia native and Melungeon researcher Brent Kennedy in

his 1994 book, The Melungeons: The Resurrection of a Proud

People, suggested that Abraham Lincoln, Ava Gardner, and Elvis

Presley might be able to trace their ancestry to the Melungeon

people. To my knowledge this has not been investigated. 



DNA to the Rescue? … no, not really. 

There have been several DNA studies with the hope of shining a

light on the origins of the Melungeon people.



A 1990 study tested blood samples from 177 individuals identifying

as Melungeon. The geneticist who performed the testing concluded

that the results were consistent with people of Portuguese decent.

However, this study was highly criticized because the samples were

possibly contaminated during the collection process. Also the

Human Genome Project wasn't completed until 2003.

A 2005 study called Melungeon Core DNA was formed at Family

Tree DNA in July 2005 by Jack Goins, Penny Ferguson, and Janet

Crain. The study tested the Y-line and mitochondrial DNA of

families identified as Melungeon in the Hawkins and Hancock

counties. This was a comprehensive study that not only looked at

the DNA but also historical documents such as court records and

family genealogies.

The results of the study, published in the Journal of Genetic

Genealogy, seemed to suggest that the Melungeon people did not

derive from exotic backgrounds such as Portuguese and Turkish,

https://accessgenealogy.com/native/melungeon-genetic-evidence.htm
https://www.familytreedna.com/groups/coremelungeon/about
https://jogg.info/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/71.006.pdf


but instead from sub-Saharan African men and white women of

northern and central European descent. Only a few families were of

a Native American admixture.

These results did not sit well with some of the Melungeon

community. Roberta Estes one of the publishers of the study said,

“they just knew they were Portuguese or Native American.” 

The community disputes the results of the study saying that the

testing was not broad enough and the results are flawed because

the testing only involved only families within the Hancock and

Hawkins Counties on Tennessee communities. 

On the FamilySearch.org Melungeon page, they have a very visible

disclaimer on their on their page.



Yet another 2010 study, collected DNA samples of 40 people who

self-identified as being Melungeon descendants. This study used an

autosomal DNA analysis which looked at 22 human chromosomes

not linked to gender. This study revealed notable levels of Jewish,

Middle Eastern, Native American, Sub-Saharan African, and Iberian

(Portuguese) ancestry within the sampling of participants.

https://dnaconsultants.com/melungeon-dna-database-and-studies/


So, What’s the Truth?

What I’ve discovered through my research is that there is no specific

Melungeon gene that is capable of determining the exact origins of

the Melungeon people. Each group studied had their own unique

mixture of northern European, eastern European, Native American,

and African ancestry.

Any of the origin stories related to where the Melungeon people

came from and how they found themselves in American could have

some element of truth. There were definitely explores in the new

world before the English settled their colonies.

The problem arose when these mixed people did not fit into the

White, Black, or Indian categories imposed by the government of

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They were looked at with

suspicion because people couldn't understand the way they looked.



Those who could pass as white, like the Scott family who started me

on this journey, did so as soon as they could so they could take

advantage of the freedoms that were afforded to the rest of the

white population. 

The classification of race in this country is a lot more complex than

White, Black, and Native American. And the mixing of races has

been going on from the beginnings of the history of the United

States.  

Thank You

Questions?


