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Repairing Erasure
INDIGENOUS IDENTITY AND PAPER GENOCIDE

Teresa A. Vega

This article is a more extensive version of the “Repairing Erasure: Indigenous Identity and Paper Geno-
cide” webinar I gave on October 19, 2023, at the 2023 National Afro-American Historical and Genea-
logical Society’s Hiding in Plain Sight: Recovering the Erased Histories of our Ancestors in the United States and the 
Caribbean. 

As a descendant of the Munsee Lenape, early Afro-
Dutch settlers, and some of the first Africans hail-
ing from Central, West Africa, and Madagascar 
who arrived in New Amsterdam during the early 
1600s,1 I’ve had the privilege of bearing witness to 
the systematic erasure of my ancestors from his-
tory, a tragic narrative that continues to persist 
throughout the ongoing settler colonial project.2 
The overarching goal of settler colonialism has 
consistently revolved around replacing the orig-
inal inhabitants of Lenapehoking with waves of 
settlers who, in substantial numbers, arrived in 
the early 1600s, solidifying and imposing their 
distinct national identity and notions of sover-
eignty.3 This nefarious process, marked by geno-
cide, enslavement, dispossession, and coupled 
with the insidious practice of paper genocide, has 
tragically contributed to perpetuating the mis-
taken belief that the people of Lenapehoking were 
rendered extinct.4 

Original Inhabitants:  
The People of Lenapehoking
Settler colonizers encountered numerous Indig-
enous communities, such as the Tappans, Man-
hattans, Haverstraws, Sing Sings, Kitchawans, 
Hackensacks, Esopus, Minisinks, and others, who 
inhabited the expansive region encompassing 
southwestern Connecticut, New York (includ-
ing New York City and Long Island), New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, and Delaware.5 These communities 
often operated as smaller bands within broader 

federations. The collective inhabitants of this land 
were known as the Lenni-Lenape or Delaware peo-
ple, who resided in the Northeastern Woodlands 
of the United States. Their language belongs to the 
Algonquin family and features two dialects, Mun-
see (spoken in Connecticut, northern New Jersey, 
and New York) and Unami (used in southern New 
Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware), which were 
mutually intelligible. 

Lenape society operated under a matrilineal 
structure, where lineage and descent were traced 
through the maternal line. This matrilineal frame-
work holds the key to comprehending how the 
Lenape not only endured but thrived amidst the 
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harrowing challenges of genocide, slavery, epidem-
ics, warfare, land dispossession, forced relocations, 
and more.6 Within this society, women occupied 
pivotal roles as cultural bearers, transmitting their 
invaluable knowledge to the succeeding genera-
tions. Their resilience shone through in various 
survival strategies, which encompassed:

Intermarriage with Fellow Indigenous 
Survivors and Embracing New Kin: The 
Lenape forged bonds through marriages and 
adoption, creating an extended network of 
support among Indigenous survivors and 
enslaved Africans.7

Formation of Alliances with Dominant 
Ethnic and Racial Groups: They strategi-
cally aligned themselves with more powerful 
ethnic and racial communities, navigat-
ing complex socio-political landscapes for 
mutual benefit.

Establishment of Mutual Aid Societies, 
Churches, Political Organizations, and 
More: These collaborative efforts bolstered 
their collective strength, fostering resilience 
through collective action.

Trauma Self-Care Rooted in Religion, 
Culture, Oral History, and Humor: The 
Lenape leaned on their religious beliefs, 
cultural practices, rich oral traditions, and 
a sense of humor as sources of solace and 
fortitude in the face of adversity.

Passive or Active Resistance: In their quest 
for survival, the Lenape sometimes adopted 
passive or active resistance strategies, adapt-
ing as circumstances demanded to protect 
their cultural heritage.

 Assimilation: Recognizing the evolving 
dynamics around them, some Lenape indi-
viduals chose assimilation as a means of 
survival, albeit while preserving aspects of 
their heritage.

Through these multifaceted survival strategies, 
the matrilineal society of Lenape demonstrated 
remarkable resilience in the face of formidable 
challenges, leaving an enduring legacy that per-
sists to this day. In New Jersey today, there are 
three state-recognized tribes that are recognized 
by the federal government: the Ramapough 
Lenape Nation, the Nanticoke Lenni-Lenape, and 
the Powhatan Renape Nation.

Within my family history, survival strategies took 
shape through the intermarriage of Munsee Lenape 
women with men of diverse “racial” backgrounds, 
encompassing those of African, mixed race, and 
European descent. Due to the intricate workings of 
the “One-Drop Rule” and “Blood Quantum” poli-
cies within the settler colonial framework, my ances-
tors found themselves officially classified as “Black,” 
“Negro,” “Mulatto,” “Colored,” “White,” or “Free 
People of Color” on government records (e.g., cen-
sus data and vital documents).8 Though many peo-
ple know that 12 million people of African descent 
were forcibly imported into this country, many are 
unaware that between 2–4 million Indigenous peo-
ple, mainly men, were forcibly exported from their 
homelands to other areas of the world.9 “African 
American” and “Native American” are not mutually 
exclusive categories. My ancestors saw themselves as 
both. They were also very keenly aware of how the 
larger society viewed them, which was different from 
how they saw themselves. Indigenous people defied, 
and continue to defy, phenotypic stereotypes that are 
based on the dominant culture’s perceived notions 
of indigeneity.

Manifestations of the Historical 
Erasure Problem
During the period from 1790 to 1950, Native Amer-
icans classified as “not taxed” were systematically 
excluded from census records.10 Furthermore, it 
was the responsibility of census enumerators to 
arbitrarily assign a person’s “race” up until the 
1950 census. Moreover, it wasn’t until 1924 that 
the US Congress passed the Indian Citizenship 
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Act, bestowing citizenship upon Native Americans 
born within the United States.11 However, the 
right to vote remained subject to the discretion 
of individual states, with some withholding this 
fundamental right from Native Americans until as 
late as 1957.

In this context, it comes as no surprise that Native 
Americans stand as one of the most chronically 
undercounted and medically underserved groups in 
the United States. The implications of census pop-
ulation figures extend beyond mere demographic 
data, affecting the allocation of economic benefits, 
representation in Congress, and the enforcement of 
voting rights laws, amplifying the disparities experi-
enced by Native communities across the country.

The confluence of settler colonialism and 
eugenics gained prominence in the early twentieth 
century. Eugenics, an unscientific doctrine, pos-
ited that human populations could be enhanced 
through selective breeding. This idea gave rise to 

the noxious concept of scientific 
racism, which infiltrated various 
fields, including anthropology, 
sociology, and even genealogy, 
during the early 1920s.12 Under-
pinning this ideology was the 
belief in European superiority, 
relegating other racial groups 
to lower rungs of a hierarchical 
structure. As a grim corollary to 
this doctrine, forced or coerced 
sterilization emerged to prevent 
individuals deemed “inferior” 
from procreating. Throughout 
the annals of American history, 
women of color, impoverished 
individuals, as well as mentally 
and physically disabled women 
were subjected to involuntary 
sterilization.13

The horrific specter of eugen-
ics found one of its most infa-
mous expressions in Hitler’s 
Final Solution, resulting in the 

genocide of the Jewish population in Germany 
and Eastern Europe. This dark chapter under-
scores how eugenics was weaponized to extermi-
nate those branded as “inferior.”14

Nowhere was the intersection of settler colo-
nialism and eugenics more palpable than in the 
state of Virginia. Walter Ashby Plecker, an unapolo-
getic white supremacist, eugenicist, and physician, 
wielded his authority as the head of the Bureau of 
Statistics from 1912 to 1946 to draft Virginia’s 
1924 Racial Purity Act.15 This legislation not only 
prohibited interracial marriages but also codified 
the binary racial categories of “White” and “Col-
ored.” With a single stroke of his pen, Plecker effec-
tively obliterated Virginia’s indigenous population 
from official records.16 Compliance with this new 
racial classification system became obligatory for 
obtaining birth certificates, military draft records, 
school enrollment, marriage licenses, and more. 
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Plecker even delved into investigations of individ-
uals’ racial backgrounds, altering pre-1924 birth 
certificates by substituting “Colored” for “Indian,” 
assigning certain surnames as indicative of “Free 
People of Color” ancestry, and perpetrating simi-
lar actions. This law was overturned in 1967 in the 
Supreme Court’s Loving vs. Virginia ruling.17 Con-
sequently, this insidious phenomenon, known 
as “paper genocide,” emerged as a tool for actual 
genocide and dispossession. It systematically ren-
dered Indigenous individuals invisible within the 
realm of written records.

Though it may initially seem innocuous, paper 
genocide is a profoundly violent act that method-
ically erased the indigenous identities of count-
less ancestors on both sides of the Hudson River, 
spanning centuries. This erasure extended beyond 
Virginia, affecting other Indigenous communities 
along the Eastern seaboard who had historically 
navigated the interconnected realms of the Red 
and Black Atlantic worlds since the 1400s.18 

Repairing Erasure:  
Decolonizing the Archives
As a descendant of the Ramapough Lenape, I am 
acutely aware of the enduring impact of the ongo-
ing settler colonial project. It persists in ways that 
effectively render my ancestors invisible, contrib-
uting to the erroneous belief that the people of 
Lenapehoking disappeared. In response to this 
pervasive narrative of Indigenous extinction in 
New Jersey, I have taken it upon myself to pursue 
a deeply personal mission: the reclamation and 
writing of one’s ancestors’ rightful place back into 
the historical record.

There are several critical avenues through 
which we can endeavor to restore our ancestors to 
their deserved prominence in history:

 Revisiting Oral History as a Source of 
Identity: Our oral traditions are invaluable 
sources of identity and cultural continuity. 
By preserving and sharing these stories, we 

can ensure that the legacy of our ancestors 
remains vibrant.

 Re-examining Historic Documents and 
Records: Scrutinizing historical documents 
and records with a discerning eye allows us 
to unearth hidden narratives and perspec-
tives that have long been marginalized or 
overlooked.

 Exploring Local/State History Books: 
Local and state history books can offer 
insights into the Indigenous history of spe-
cific regions. By engaging with these texts, 
we can contribute to a more comprehensive 
understanding of our ancestors’ experiences.

 Analyzing Archives for Indigenous Per-
spectives: Archival research provides an 
opportunity to uncover Indigenous perspec-
tives that have been obscured by dominant 
narratives. These perspectives enrich our 
understanding of history and challenge pre-
vailing misconceptions.

 Learning Ancestral Indigenous Lan-
guages: The revitalization of ancestral 
Indigenous languages is a powerful way to 
reconnect with our heritage. Language is a 
conduit to culture, and its preservation is 
instrumental in ensuring that our ancestors’ 
voices continue to resonate in the present.19

In pursuing these avenues, I not only honor 
the memory of my ancestors but also challenge 
and correct the historical erasure perpetuated 
by settler colonialism. By actively engaging with 
our heritage and contributing to the broader dis-
course on Indigenous history, we can collectively 
work toward a more accurate and inclusive repre-
sentation of our people’s legacy.

DNA Tests and Indigenous Identity
In the past decade, the popularity of DNA testing 
has surged, with an increasing number of indi-
viduals seeking to unravel the mysteries of their 
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ethnic heritage.20 While this newfound knowl-
edge can be enlightening, it has also spawned the 
misconception that possessing Native American 
genetic markers automatically confers entitle-
ment to perceived government benefits. It’s cru-
cial to recognize that each tribal nation maintains 
specific membership and tribal enrollment crite-
ria, rendering this presumption inconsequential. 
To be clear, being identified as Native American 
through DNA does not automatically grant access 
to tribal affiliations or benefits as these are deter-
mined by individual tribal governments based on 
their established guidelines and traditions.

Combining traditional genealogical techniques 
with DNA testing can lead to many important 
family discoveries. It is important to remember 
that DNA is not culture,21 and DNA testing can-
not link you to a specific Native American tribe. 
Ethnic inheritance is also not a given since DNA 
is randomly inherited. It is possible to be a descen-
dant of a tribe without having Native American 
DNA.22 Your closest matches are your autosomal 
DNA cousin matches which reflect more recent 
ancestry. DNA testing can link you to your living 
Indigenous DNA cousins (tribal-affiliated) if you 
have a paper trail that directly links you to them. 
I turned to DNA testing to break down the brick 
walls that paper genocide created.

Erased No More: The Kitchawan 
(Wappinger Federation) Patriots  
of Westchester County, New York 
Repairing erasure often begins with the simple act 
of reaching out to your DNA cousins. In the latter 
part of August 2023, I initiated contact with one 
of my European DNA cousins, a woman by the 
name of Billie. Billie’s genetic makeup revealed an 
ancestry predominantly European, with 97 per-
cent of her heritage tracing back to Europe, com-
plemented by 2 percent Sub-Saharan African, 
and 1 percent Native American ancestry.23 Upon 
closer examination, it became apparent that we 
shared a common genetic thread, connecting us 

through her 4X-great-grandparents, Isaac Sharp 
(1759–1836) and Amey Mooney (1765–1863). Her 
ancestors were variously categorized as “Mulatto,” 
“Free People of Color,” “Black,” and “White” in 
historical census records.24 Isaac Sharp was also 
a Black Patriot who fought as a Green Mountain 
Boy, in New York, Connecticut, and Vermont for 
the duration of the Revolutionary War, but was not 
included in DAR’s Forgotten Patriots.25 He was part of 
the pioneering men from Connecticut who settled 
with their families in the Green Mountains of Ver-
mont when it was still a disputed territory claimed 
by New Hampshire and New York starting in the 
1760s. The Green Mountain Boys started out as a 
de facto state militia operating within the territory of 
the New Hampshire Grants. When the Revolution-
ary War started and after their leader, Ethan Allen, 
sided with the Patriots, the Green Mountain Boys 
became part of the New York Regiment. When Ver-
mont was made a state in 1777, the Green Moun-
tain Boys disbanded, and they joined and fought 
for the Connecticut and Vermont Regiments. 

What added another layer of intrigue to our 
connection was the discovery of seven additional 
DNA cousins who all traced their lineage back to 
Henry Sharp (1800–1877), the son of Isaac and 
Amey. Billie’s family heritage, deeply rooted in the 
colonial history of the Hudson River Valley region, 
encompassing Fairfield County, Connecticut, as 
well as Westchester, Dutchess, and Orange Coun-
ties, New York, along with Bergen County, New 
Jersey, strikingly mirrored the geographic loca-
tions where my own ancestors had once resided. 
With a simple inquiry, I asked Billie if she might 
be able to provide me with more insights about 
our shared ancestors, particularly Isaac, while also 
sharing some details about my own diverse family 
background. Billie replied with her phone number 
and email address and wrote about how happy she 
would be to learn about “our northeast lineage.”26 

Over a decade ago, Billie told me that she had 
sent away for the Civil War Pension file for her 
2X-great-grandfather Charles Sharp (1828–1864), 
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son of Henry. She was surprised when his pension 
mentioned that he was a member of the United 
States Colored Troops (Union) who fought in New 
York’s 26th Regiment, Company K.27 She thought 
it was a mistake as no one in her family had any 
recollection of a Black ancestor.28 After getting 
her AncestryDNA test results back, she realized 
that her own family’s hidden history was finally 
exposed. Billie encouraged me to further investi-
gate her Sharp line as she was “in the declining 
years of doing genealogy.”29 She was also gracious 
enough to share her AncestryDNA matches with 
me as a collaborator. I promised her that I would 
make notes and share my findings with her.

I went back to Amey (Mooney) Sharp’s Wid-
ows’ Pension30 and traced the couple’s footsteps 
on all official documents. Amey mentioned that 
she married Isaac in 1784 in North Salem, New 
York, and they later moved to Bedford, New York. 
In 1818, when Isaac received his Revolutionary 
War pension, they “officially” moved their fam-
ily to Nichols, Tioga County, New York.31 Isaac 
Sharp and his son worked in the lumber industry 
in Tioga County. He died in 1836 in Nichols, New 
York, and Amey later passed away there in 1863.

Isaac Sharp was found in both the 1800 cen-
sus record living in North Salem, New York,32 as 
well as in Southeast Dutchess County33 heading a 
household of seven Free People of Color. I imme-
diately noticed that there was an Absalom Mooney 
living right next door to him in the 1800 North 
Salem census heading a household of six Free Peo-
ple of Color. Could he be one of Amey’s brothers? 

Researching Absalom further, I found Absa-
lom’s military record along with his brother 
John’s in The History of Ridgefield, Connecticut.34 Both 
fought in Connecticut’s 2nd Regiment under the 
guidance of Colonel Zebulon Butler. However, 
Absalom and John are not found in any Westches-
ter County, New York, census records after 1800, 
indicating that they may have moved away from 
the area or died by 1810. I then went back to the 
1790 North Salem census where I stumbled upon 

a Philip Mooney35 who headed a household of six 
Free People of Color. He was not recorded in the 
1800 census. His age indicated that he could be 
the father of Amey, Absalom, and John. Was he?

In pursuit of additional insights, I turned my 
attention to the Northeast Slave Record Index,36 
focusing on North Salem and Bedford, New 
York, to explore the names of both enslavers and 
enslaved individuals. Regrettably, my search did 
not yield any individuals bearing the surnames 
Sharp or Mooney. Nevertheless, within the records 
of North Salem and Bedford, I did discover names 
affiliated with my family’s history, including the 
Purdy, Brown, Lyon, and Green, and Banks fami-
lies, all of whom enslaved by ancestors.

During that pivotal moment, I revisited Billie’s 
AncestryDNA matches with a newfound determi-
nation, honing in on her DNA cousin matches 
nestled just across the river in Bergen, New Jersey, 
as well as in the neighboring regions of Rockland 
and Orange Counties, New York. To my astonish-
ment, a trove of over twenty Ramapough Lenape 
DNA cousin matches unveiled themselves, bear-
ing surnames such as Mann, Van Dunk, DeVries/
DeFreese, and others intimately connected to my 
own Ramapough Lenape ancestral roots.37

Turning my attention inward, I meticulously 
scrutinized the DNA cousin matches within my 
own Sharp lineage, extending the investigation to 
encompass the genetic connections of my maternal 
aunt and sister. We unearthed a tapestry of famil-
ial ties, woven with the threads of Dutch, Swedish, 
and Swiss heritage, as evidenced by the presence of 
individuals bearing the Scherp/e surname scattered 
throughout the expanse of the Hudson River Valley. 
Furthermore, our genetic mosaic unveiled Sharp/e 
descendants of English descent who had inter-
married with Dutch settlers on both banks of the 
Hudson River. This rich tapestry suggests a poten-
tial connection to Isaac Sharp’s mother, who, like 
our other ancestors, may have shared Afro-Indige-
nous heritage. Intriguingly, the substantial Sweden 
and Denmark admixture detected in my maternal 
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aunt’s DNA points toward the possibility of a link 
to Isaac Sharp’s paternal lineage.38 In our relentless 
pursuit of ancestral truths, Billie will be Y-DNA 
testing her paternal nephew, a crucial step toward 
authenticating her paternal lineage and unraveling 
the intricate tapestry of our shared heritage.

My own family history was a tapestry woven 
with threads of diverse Indigenous tribes, includ-
ing Kitchawan, Siwanoy, Paugussett, Delaware 
Lenape, Shinnecock, Montauk, Mantinecock, 
Nipmuc, Mohawk, Mahican, and Wampanoag, 
among others.39 

Within the pages of When Our Town Was Young: 
Stories of North Salem’s Yesterday by Eichner and Ferris, 
I came across a passage that shed light on the local 
Indigenous inhabitants. It states, “In North Salem, 
the band of Indians present when our earliest settlers 
arrived were known as the Kitchawanks, and they 
were an integral part of Chief Katonah’s Mahican 
tribe.”40 It was in Yorktown, situated in Westchester 
County, New York, that the Kitchawan culture had 
its last stronghold, and it was here that Absalom 
Mooney was documented as the final Indian resident 
of North Salem.41 Coincidentally, Yorktown was also 
the place where our Peterson, Green, Heady/Hedden, 
and Butler ancestors called home.

In the book History of Westchester County, New York 
by Scharf, I uncovered a vital piece of the puzzle. 
Scharf states that “[s]ome of the lineal descendants 
of the original landowners have continued to reside 
in the town, most notably the descendants of Absa-
lom Money, the son of Philip Money, an Indian who 
made his home here in 1784.”42 With Scharf’s state-
ment, the connection became clear: Philip Money 
was the father of Absalom, John, and Amey. 

Like most Black Patriots who served during the 
Revolutionary War, Isaac valiantly served with just 
the clothes he wore on his back. In Burtis Ever-
ett’s 1974 book A History of Nichols, New York, he 
recounts the following incident: 

Upon one occasion, at an early period of the 
war, the Colonel of his regiment desired a 

detachment of picked men for an expedition 
then planned which required men of nerve 
and prowess. Among other volunteers for the 
enterprise, Sharp stepped forward, although 
destitute of shoes. The officer in immediate 
command drew the attention of the superior 
officer to the condition of his feet, remark-
ing that they required men with shoes. Sharp 
promptly convinced them, in his own ready 
way, that his feet, although unprotected, were 
as sound as his courage.43

Billie told me that the Sharp men were between 
6'5"–7' tall. One can only imagine how imposing 
Isaac must have looked to the members of his reg-
iment and what an asset he was to them. That he 
chose to settle amongst his Revolutionary War peers 
is very telling in that it is a testament of bonds that 
were forged in the fire that birthed this country.

In a gesture of restorative justice, I resurrect the 
memory of Patriots and veterans whose contribu-
tions have been unjustly overshadowed. It is never 
too late to write our hidden and forgotten ances-
tors back into the annals of history. The Sharp 
and Mooney families played an integral role in 
the birthing of this nation, their stories represent-
ing the enduring resilience of those who bravely 
survived slavery, dispossession, and genocide, 
while simultaneously helping to build this nation. 
Today, I pay the highest tribute to these remark-
able individuals and express my deepest gratitude 
for their unwavering service to our great nation.

Among these unsung heroes, we find Kitcha-
wan/Wappinger Federation Patriot Isaac Sharp, 
who valiantly served in the New York, Connecti-
cut, and Vermont Lines, under the distinguished 
leadership of Colonel Seth Warner and Colonel 
Heman Swift. His unwavering dedication was 
manifested in pivotal battles such as Fort Ticon-
deroga, Fort Crown Point, Bennington, Hubbard-
ton, and Saratoga.

Furthermore, the Kitchawan/Wappinger Fed- 
eration Patriots Absalom and John Mooney 
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lent their service to our nation in Connecticut’s 
esteemed 2nd Regiment under the command of 
Colonel Zebulon Butler.

The legacy of Isaac and Amey extends to their 
sons Philip (1784–1872) and David Sharpe (1786–
?), both of whom answered the call of duty during 
the War of 1812, further solidifying the family’s 
commitment to our nation’s defense.44

Isaac’s grandson and Billlie’s 2nd-great-grand-
father Charles Sharp (1828–1864) demonstrated 
his unwavering dedication as a soldier in the 
United States Colored Troops (USCT), proudly 
serving in the 26th Regiment (Company K). He 
made the ultimate sacrifice for his country, rest-
ing eternally in Beaufort National Cemetery, an 
emblem of selflessness and commitment to the 
cause of freedom.

We commit their names to public memory 
going forward. May they be erased no more.
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