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Background to Tragedy 

, Elliot West 
Professor of History,) 

University of Arkansas, Fayetteville 
, 

The Trail of Teal'S is surely one of the best 
known episodes in American history. M!!n and 
women who have never heard of the Covenant 
Chain, or Cahokia, or Metacom, or hundreds of 
other figures, sites, and events prominent in the 
Native American story still could quickly identify 
this phras~ with the terrible ordeal of 
southeastern native peoples in the 1830s. 

The Trail of Tears, in fact, has become 
symbolic of something much larger - the 
dispossession and the ntistreatment of all Indian 
peoples. There are very good reasons that this 
chapter in the American story is so famous. It is 
great, if heart-wrenching, human drama. 1t is full 
of fascinating and h"oubling characters. It can tell -
us a lot about politics of the time, and about 
White and Native American religion and 
spirituality, and about the evolution of our laws. 
In fact, to keep with the motif of this conference, 
this famous episode Tepresents the coming 
together of several developments, some of them 
two centuries old, converged in that particular 
place at that particular time. 

My assignment, as I understand it, is to 
provide some background for the government's 
policy and tteahnent of the Cherokees, Creeks, 
Chickasaws, and Choctaws. That is a tall otder. 
Anyone could choose from dozens of subjects, all 
jroportant. But when you make some choices 
instead of otJ1ers, there is always a danger of 
missing the obvious. 

What I'd like to do this afternoon is try to 
throw some light on the topics of this confeTence 
by staying with the bigger picture. Specifically, I 
want to ask what is, after all, the most obvious 

and disturbing question about the Trail of Tears: 
How in the world could such a thing happen? 
How could it come about that the government 
could round up many thousands of peaceful 
people within their own lands, people who 
several times in the past had lived and fought as 
our government's allies, and then hold them in 
disease-ravaged staging grounds, then send them 
off to start their lives over (assuming they 
survived the trip) in a place they had never seen? 

There are many ways to answer these stark 
questions. One way is this: the Trail of Tears was 
the culmination of two of the longest running 
stories in American history. Each of these two 
stories began in the earliest years of the English 
colonies. Each ran vigorously through more than 
ten generations of our common past, evolving 
but persisting, gathering momentum, and finally 
coming together at the time and place we are 
looking at this week - in the deep South in the 
1820s. 

To get some grip on those stories, we need to 
look back briefly/ nearly 400 years, more than 
two centuries before the 01erokee Removal to 
the earliest English settlement in what i,s today 
the United States: Jamestown, which became 
Virginia. And we need to ask what seems like a 
simple enough question: "When the founders of 
Jamestown first set foot on Virginia 1s soil, what 
did they expect to find and to do?" 

Answering that question, as it turns out, 
demands a considerable leap of imagination, 
because those first English settlers arrived at 
Jamestown in 1607 witl1 a vision of the future so 
naive, so preposterous, that it takes your brealh 



away. As those first 105 settlers disembarked on 
the banks of the James River, they expected to 
establish a flourishing economy virtually 
overnight, by producing a variety of big ticket 
items. They would produce and export 
magnificent gold jewelry, fine wines, exquisite 
silks and caviar. They even brought along a 
perfumer, an expert in making.. the sweetest 
fragrances to market back on the confinent. All 
this was to be done using resources these first 
settlers simply assumed were waiting for them in 
this new world of plenty. 

This was also to be accomplished with only a 
small number of Englishmen, a skeleton crew, 
because it was also assumed that a large work 
force was eagerly waiting in America - the 
Indians. Native peoples in fact were expected to 
play key roles in this splendid plan. Not only 
were they supposed to supply most of the labor 
in these enterprises they were also expected to 
become loyal citizens of this new colony, to 
convert to Ouistianity Anglican style, and even 
to serve as soldiers under English command in 
protecting this outpost of the empire. 

Some hoped these Indian people, the 
Pamunkeys and others, would do even more. 
Earl}' writers, Waltei· Raleigh and Richard 
Hakluyt for instance, suggested that after 
Virginia's Indians had become full citizens, some 
of them could be secretly sent down into Cenh"al 
and South America to infiltrate the colonies of 
England's great southern rival, Spain. There they 
would tell Native Americans laboring under the 
Spanish yoke of all the wondrous blessings of 
being English, and that in turn would trigger 
widespread uprisings to unsettle and perhaps 
even topple the Spanish empire. Virginia Indians, 
in other words, were expected to become apostles 
- and almost surely often, martyrs - in 
spreading the glories of the English way of life to 
larger America. 

So in this earliest encounter, the founders of 
the first colony did not look on Indians as 
enemies to be conquered, and certainly not to be 

exterminated. To the contrary. As they mapped 
out the futme of the empire, they looked on 
native peoples as essential participants and allies. 

But that, of course, is not the way things 
ttuned out. Anyone looking back must wonder 
how in the world these first invaders could have -, 
arrived with sud1 astonishing ideas. And beyond 
that, how did things take such a different turn so 
quickly? 

One obvious answer has to do with the fast 
English view of who the Indians were and were 
not, what they had and what they lacked. Put 
simply, the invaders thought of Native 
Ame1icans negatively. It wasn't so much that 
they lived by the wrong kind of society; the 
English didn't see them as having much society 
at all. Indians didn't exactly ·practice bad 
government; they just seemed to live under the 
most simple and primitive rule imaginable. In 
their economy, from the newcomers' perspective, 
they appeared to live almost as beasts of the 
forest, hand-to-mouth. Their religion hardly 

- deserved the name. 

Given that, the English assumed that local 
peoples would jump at the d1ance of living under 
what the colonizers considered the most 
beneficent government, the most vigorous 
economy, and the truest word of God possible in 
the whole history of humankind. The only 
danger seemed to be that Indians might injure 
each other in the stampede to join up, to enter the 
kind embrace of their new partners in empire. 

The real story, of course, took a somewhat 
different turn. To put it mildly, Jamestown was 
not the overnight success its organizers expected. 
No settlement in the entire history of the 
European frontier, in fact, was a more wretched 
failure, at least in its early years. Economically, 
governmentally, socially - early Virginia was an 
umnatched disaster. At one poi1.1t the annual 
death rate of colonists i-eached 90 percent, and 
the survivors turned to the most abundant food 
source available - the corpses of their own dead. 



Local natives did not rush to put themselves 
under the colonists' control. Instead, within 
months of the newcomers' arrival, it was the 
Indians who were savi{tg the English. Virginia 
Indians did show great jnterest in new b:ade 
goods. But when offered everything else, they 
replied that, no thank you, they were perfectly 
happy 'With what we now realize wps a complex 
and highly evolved social system, a rich and 
subtle religion, and a diverse and beautifully 
adapted economy that was capable of supporting 
not only themselves but also, as it turned out, 
their new neighbors, the starving cannibals. 

It's impossible for me to imagine 
circurnstan~es better designed to shatter the 
English ways of thinking, to demonstrate just 
how badly botched their assumptions were. And 
in some ways the colonists did change their 
ways, radically and quickly. They abandoned 
their plans for vineyards and silk factories. Soon 
they were at odds, and then war, with native 
people. But from another perspective, the most 
remarkable legacy of these years was the 
persistence of that early dream. That fantasy of 
Indians eagerly em.bracing the colonists' lifeways 
proved a much hardier survivor than the 
colonists themselves. 

In many different forms that dream would 
live on, carried West and surviving in some ways 
until today, despite continuing, unavoidable 
evidence of its Wrongheadedness. Continually 
evolving, taking dozens of different forms, that 
original dream of Native Americans 
abandoning their own culture and eagerly 
embracing that of Euro-Americans - has been 
about as easy to kill as Terminator II. 

But obviously that is not all of the story. A 
second key has to do not with visions of the 
futme but with the gritty realities of the colonial 
world, and with the conflicts that grew out of 
them. 

Once again, we can get some Sense of what 
was happening by going back to the start, to 

early Virginia and the colonists' search for ways 
to make a living. In looking for alternatives to 
making perfume and caviar, the English soon 
turned to growing what turned out to be a very 
profitable cash crop - tobacco - a plant that 
today }s one of the most widely marketed 
products on earth. Tobacco allowed the colony to 
survive and ultimately to prosper. It, too, was 
first given to the English by native peoples. Here 
was an especially bitter irony, because it was 
tobacco, as much or more than anything else, that 
proved to be the undoing of the region's Indians. 

When they started raising tobacco, Virginians 
were doing much more that switching 
businesses. They were committing themselves to 
an entirely different kind of society. Three points 
are worth emphasizing about this new society. 
First, growing tobacco for market demanded a lot 
of land, far more than, say, the room needed for 
growing grapes or mulberry frees for silk worms. 
Making matters worse, tobacco wears out the soil 
very quickly; it pulls nub-ients out of the ground 
like a teenager sue.king on a milkshake. As the 
demand for tobacco grew, the hunger for land 
became insatiable. 

Second, tobacco demanded a much larger 
labor force. It's a labor-intensive enterprise. Who 
would do it? Indians would not do the work, 
except foi- those enslaved and forced to. Instead, 
the sou them colonies had to import their labor -
indentured servants from England and Europe, 
other Whites who came independently, and later 
African peoples, the ancestors of Southern slaves. 
Tobacco, in otl1er words, triggered a huge new 
migration and a stunning rise in non-Indian 
population. 

Third, and finally, this new population, much 
more than before, was composed of families. The 
first boatload of settlers at Jamestown did not 
include a single woman. But within a few 
decades the ratio of women to men was about 
even. And women and 1nen together resulted, to 
no one's surprise, in lots and lots of babies. 



So the shift from those early, ridiculous 
dreams to a successful colony based on raising 
tobacco had enormous implications. Suddenly 
there was a lai-ge population of. invaders, a 
population always needing h1ore and more land, 
a population growing at an astounding clip. In 
1618, Virginia exported abut 2,500 pounds of 
tobacco, but only six years later,, exports had 
grown to 500,000 pounds, and by the e'nd of the 
century, more than 30 million pounds a year, and 
by the American Revolution, more tha.I! 100 
million pounds annually. By that time the White 
population was multiplyjng like gerbils. The 
White birth rate in the colonies was far, far higher 
than anywhere inthe wmld today. 

The result in short, was a voracious land
gobbling animal, rapidly reproducing itself, 
forever looking for more acres to plant and 
harvest and exhaust, covering more of America 
year-by-year, spreading westward into the 
intexior, like some kind of crazed continental 
bread mold. 

One more point needs to be made about the -
society and economy that developed in the early 
South: there was very little place in it for Indians. 
Unlike the Spanish empire, where native peoples 
were drafted into forced labor, and wilike the 
French empire, where Indians were fundamental 
to supporting the economy tlu·ough the fur b:ade, 
Native Americans in the southern English 
colonies were neither peons nor partners. What, 
then, were they? Well, from the English point of 
viewf the answer was simple. What were 
Indians? They were in the way. What place did 
they have in this system? Their place was ... 
someplace else, anyplace else. 

What in the world, you al'e probably asking, 
does this have to do with the Chernkees, the 
Creeks, the Choctaws, the Trail of Tears? What I 
would like to suggest is that we need to 
understand the Trail of Teass partly as aTesult of 
these two developments with roots back to the 
first years of colonial history. 

-I 

For two hundred years, from the early 1600s 
to the 1820s, the two trends grew side by side: 
the persistent dream oflndians happily joining in 
White culture, and the reality of a rapidly 
growing, aggressive, land-hungry people 
expanding relentlessly in the only direction 
promisingi new space - to the west, into the 
American outback. 

How could these two tendencies live under 
the same national roof? Well, they couldn't, of 
comse. They were in hopeless contradiction. But 
this countTy, in case you haven't noticed, has 
nevei· let conh·adictions bother it too much. One 
of the most stunning facts of early American 
history is how men in power openly embraced_, in 
almost Lhe same breath, positions that were in 
glaring conflict. In one of the corn~rstones of its 
government, for instance, the United States 
summed up its official intentions toward Native 
Americans: 

The utmost good fnith shall always be 
observed towards the Indians; tlieir lands 
and properhJ shall never be taken from 
them without their consent; and, in their 
properti;, rights, and liberhJ, they shall 
ne11er be invaded or disturbed, unless in 
just and lawful wars authorized by Con
gress; but [instead] laws founded in justice 
and l111mnnihJ shall from time to time be 
made for preventing wrongs being done to 
them, and for preserving pence and friend
ship with t}zern. 

Clear enough. But what was the context of 
this promise, this firm pledge that glowed with 
good will and respect? What l just read you was 
Article 3 of the Northwest Ordinance. That was 
the same document, you will remember from 
courses in American history, that provided for 
organizing the Ohio Valley and western Great 
Lakes region into five states, and setting up the 
first White governments, and establishing 
English common law, and setting up public 
schools - all of this hard on the he~ls of another 
law, just two years earlier, which decreed that all 



this same land be sm·veyed and auctioned and 
sold for development. 

We shall treat the Indians with the "utmost 
good faith/' and never take anythb.1-g from them, 
and do whatever is needed to preserve our 
friendship with them. And we shall survey and 
sell their land, and break it to the plow for ow
purposes, and establish our own governments 
where they now have theirs, and set up the 
machinery for carrying our culture and our 
traditions into their homelands. A government 
that could commit itself to those two sets of ideas 
- not merely in the same lifetime but at the same 
moment and in the same document - that 
government had moved beyond contradiction to 
schizophrenia. 

Indian removal ought to be seen as one 
outcome of people in power pursuing those 
irreconcilable goals. The particulars changed over 
the years, of course. The main force behind early 
expansion, the tobacco business, lost its 
momentum by the end of the 1700s, but just then 
another, even more lucrative substitute appeared 
- cotton. With the invention of the cotton gin, 
the deep South instantly became the largest area 
on earth capable. of growing mru·ketable short
staple cotton. This region was also prime country 
for raising cattle, and until the rise of the cattle 
industry on the Great Plains after the Civil War, 
the lower South was the heart of the American 
beef cattle business, with at least three-and-a-half 
million head of cattle in 1840. Some of the great 
land holdings along the Mississippi delta, for 
instance, are best pictured not as cotton 
plantations, but as ranches. 

After 1815, with the military power 0£ the 
Creeks broken at tl1e Battle of Horseshoe Bend, a 
tidal wave of settlement washed into the country. 
Between ]800 and 1820, the population of 
Mississippi increased nearly nine times over, 
then it nearly doubled again during the next ten 
years. Alabama grew even faster. In only ten 
yearn, from 1810 to 1820, its population increased 
by a staggering 1,322 percent. TI1cn, 
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astonishingly, it grew by another two-and-a-half 
times by 1830. Land sales skyrocketed. At one 
Alabama land office, 1,700 acres were sold in 
1814; in 1817, sales at that one site totaled more 
than 200,000 acres. 

These immigrants came as families. By one 
estimate fewer than one-half of one percent of all 
Whites on the southern frontier lived outside a 
fa.mjly household. And these families were 
Herculean baby-producers, even by the 
standards of that day, with an avetage of more 
than five children per household. More than 60 
percent of the population was under the age of 
16. When one settler died at the age of 82, he had 
sired at least 28 children, the oldest 62, the 
youngest seven. And tl1ese prodigious families 
were chewing and transforming the land, using 
it up at a phenomenal pace, transforming the 
environment, cutting its trees, harvesting its 
animals, setting their millions of cattle and hogs 
to graze on its grasses, plowfrtg and exhausting 
its soil. 

So here was the situation by the 1820s. The 
deep South - the valleys of the Tombigbee and 
the Coosa and the AJabama and the Tallapoosa 
Rivers, the Tallachatchie and the Yalobusha and 
the Pearl and the Big Black, the home counb.y of 
the Cherokees, Creeks, Choctawsr and 
Chickasaws - suddenly had become what was 
arguably the world's most aggressive and 
rapidly growing population. These invading 
families lived by an economy that changed the 
envirnnment rapidly and radically (literally, to 
the roots), in ways that left little or no room for 
anyone else to practice any other way of life. And 
finally, this expanding sociery had no place in it 
for Indians, particularly any Indians who might 
wish to live by means and lifeways of their own. 
Seldom if ever in the hislo:ry of global fronliers 
has there been such a seemingly unstoppable 
force of expansion. And standing square in its 
path were tl1e people whose story we are 
gathered to tell today. 



Het·e, obviously, was a situation the national 
government would have to deal with. Somehow 
those in charge of Indian policy would have to 
confront and cope with the looming collision 
between the expanding frontier and the Indian 
peoples who lived in its way. But what could 
officials in Washington turn to for possible 
solutions, as guides for action?, Govenunent 
policy - in fact the whole fram~work of 
imagination that officials worked under - had 
descended from that earliest dream of th~ first 
colonists. 

Like the southern frontier economy, this 
dream of Indians.and Whites meshing together 
into a harmonious whole - under White 
leadership, of course - this dream had also 
evolved over the years. ln particular it had taken 
on many of the ideas of the eighteenth century 
American enlight-enme.nt, especially as expressed 
by its best known figure, Thomas Jefferson. The 
most influential of those ideas can be summed up 
by tlu-ee points. 

First, the Jeffersonians believed that every 
society was on its way toward perfection. All 
peoples on earth - Swedes and Chileans, 
Cherokees and Ugandans - were marching 
along an upward road toward higher, more 
advanced civilization. And they were on the 
same road, moving in the same direction, toward 
the same goal. Some, however, had traveled 
farther up that road than others. Europeans were 
way ahead of Africans, Jefferson thought, and 
White Americans farther along than most 
Europeans. At the front of the line were Virginia 
planters like himself. Native Americans, 
according to these ideas, were well back from 
White Americans. Yet they, too, were marching 
up this pathway of progress. But would they 
always be hanging back there, downhill, to the 
rear? 

Not necessarily. And here we have the 
second point. Some people could shape and mold 
other people. In particular, those farther along 
the path to civilization could reach back and pull 

6 

others up closer to them. White Americans could 
- and should - speed the progress of Indian 
peop1es. This was the key to solving the current 
dilemma. As long as Indians remained so far 
behind Whites on this path to progress, the two 
peoples couJd not be expected to.join in the same 
society. O:hce Whites had helped native peoples 
move up close to the head of the line, however, 
the way would be open for a happy integration 
of the two peoples. But how, specifically, would 
Whites pull Indians up this road to civilization? 

Here was the third idea. People could s11ape 
other people most effectively by manipulating 
their immediate world - their physical, social, 
and cultural setting. In particular, this great 
h·ansfonnation would be pulled off by focusing 
on certain parts of the Indian pe~ples' world. 
First, language: Native languages were to be 
abandoned in favor of another. The chief 
architect of Indian policy during these years, 
TI10mas McKenney, explained: 

l have long believed tlte Irey to the civiliza
tion of our aborigines to be the knowledge 
of our Christian language - that is, Eng
lish ... [t is this which, after nll, is to effect 
the clzange in tlze character and destiny of 
these people. It is the lever by which they 
are to elevate themselves into intellectual 
and moral distincti01L 

By swapping Choctaw or Cherokee for 
English, that is, Indians would supposedly be 
raising themselves spiritually and culturally as 
well. 

As McKenney suggested (" our Clwistian 
language"), .religion was at least as important. 
But conversion meant adopting, a full system of 
Christian morality - a nineteeth century 
Christian conception oi what family is and how 
it worked and who was in charge of what, 
Clu-istian codes of behavior and habits, a new 
way of thinking, of living, of looking at the 
world, a shift in the reasons people waged war 
and the spirit with which they hunted and made 



love, a significance of ghosts, a change in the 
character 0£ stones and the meaning of crows. 

A third crucially important method of 
assimilation was to be iptermarriage. Jefferson 
and others of his day wrote that the ultimate 
solution to Indian-White conflict would depend 
on those peoples joining at the most intimate 
level. As the blood and families of .these people 
mingled, the conflict between them would 
gradually dissipate and peace would prevail -
although the resulting society, it needs to be 
empl1asized, was meant not to be a blend of 
cultures but one dominated by European
American forms, values, and institutions. 

In addiµon, Indians should be surrounded 
with the material culture of White Americans. 
They should dress European-style, cook in iron 
pots, eat from pewter plates, live in log or 
clapboard houses, decorate those houses and 
themselves in early Victorian detail, sleep in 
raised beds and under quilts, and in the end be 
set into the ground in wooden caskets. 

Finally, Indians were to be taught to live in 
the economic world of Whites. Specifically, they 
were to make their living by the means that the 
JeffeTsonians so admired - as independent 
farmers. These people had been farming for 
dozens of generations, of course. But now they 
were to turn away from the old ways of 
intei·ctoppi:ng and turn. instead to growing one or 
a few crops in plowed and furrowed fields that 
were not worked collectively but owned by 
individual families. 

This was the government's answer to the 
explosive spread of the frontier into the native 
homelands of the southeast. If Indian peoples 
were immei-sed in this new way of life - if they 
were made to speak, worship, dress, eat, behave, 
and work like Whites a remarkable 
transformation supposedly would occur. Native 
Americans, this argument went, would be 
elevated culturally and morally. With that, they 
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could be peacefully integrated into the society 
that was swarming into the new West. 

Policy-makers considered this approach a 
great gift to Indians - McKenney called it a" cup 
of consolation." Native peoples would be freed 
from qutside tlu·eats and from their own 
resentments. And the government's dilemma of 
how to deal with this crisis would simply wither 
away. 

This policy, of course, was just an updated 
version of the old dream of Indian-White 
harmony. Maybe we should think of it as a fil-st 
cousin to anotheT famous lingering myth, the 
belief in a northwest passage, but in this case the 
hope was not for a quick crossing of a vast 
continent but an easy route across difficult and 
treacherous cultural terrain. In tl1e early yeru.-s of 
the ni11.eteeth century, the government rested its 
hopes on this program of rapid cultural 
transformation. 

And what was the result? In an odd way, 
McKenney and others who made this policy were 
right. Indians were changed, but not in the 
simplistic ways imagined by officials. The story 
of these yeru.·s is one of an exb·aordinarily 
complex exchange between Whites and Indians, 
everybody influencing everybody else by rich 
and bewildering patterns. Government policies 
did have effects, but those. effects were far 
beyond anyone's ability to predict or control. 

Indian lifeways became a complicated swil-1 
of many h·aditions and habits borrowed from 
many sources, just as pioneers absorbed Indian 
stories and leaxned to heal themselves with 
Indian cures. Whites took Indian words into their 
conversations ("bayou" from the Choctaw 
"bayuk,'' through the French; 11tupelo," from the 
Creek te.rm for "swamp h·ee"); Cherokees and 
Creeks became bi-lingual, tri-lingual, quadra
lingual. Here is the prominent Cherokee John 
Ridge, contemplating poetically the fleeting 
nature of life: 

Even such is Mnn! 



whose threnrl is sp1111 
Dmw11 011t mid c11t, 1111d so, 'tis do11e 
1/\/itliers 1/te rose, the /1/osso111 l,lnsts, 
The jlo111cr_fi1fies, the 111orni11g /iasles, 
The s1111 is set, shndows JJ.y, 
The gourd co11si1111es - so 111ortnls die. 

But leaders like Ridge used tl~is facility also to 
argue against White encroachments, and for 
preservation of tradition. TI1ere was, indeed, 
plenty of intermarriage among the various native 
groups and Whites and Blacks, but among other 
things the practice deepened divisions within the 
h·ibes and indirectly encouraged resistance to 
Whites. There were many Christian converts, but 
there were also new movements of religious 
resistance - movements that, ironically, drew 
heavily on the Christian story and biblical lessons 
to rail angrily against any surrender to White 
ways. 

The greatest of these movements - that led 
by the Shawnee Tecumseh and his brother, The 
Prophet, who inspired a passionate following 
among many Creeks and some O1erokees -
featured rituals that clearly borrowed from 
Christian tradition, including the Catholic rosary. 
As he told of his divine vision, in which God 
promised to restore the land to Indians and to 
sweep America clean of all Whites, The Prophet 
took a new name: Tensketawa, Shawnee for "The 
Open Door," a phrase probably borrowed from 
Christ's words in Revelntion 3:8: "Look, I have set 
before you ru1 open door, which no one is able to 
shut." 

What was going on here? The architects of 
Indian policy, facing the terrific pressure of an 
old aggressive frontier now grown to monstrous 
proportions, answered with an updated version 
of an equally old dream of lndian peoples 
transformed, ready to sit with their White 
brethren around our happy national table at a 
perpetual Thanksgiving dinner. This government 
policy did, in fact, bring plenty of changes, but 
not along the simple lines predicted. And all the 
while the land rush continued, the White 
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population rose, the pressure built. The hung1·y 
jnterests of frontier expansion were expressed 
politically thrnughout the states - especially 
Georgia. During the 1820s its legislatw·e passed 
laws meant to disrupt the Cherokees' domestic 
and political lives. These laws abolished the 
Cherokee~govemment and invalidated its laws. 
Cherokees were forbidden to gather in groups, to 
discourage any other Cherokee from picking up 
and leaving for the West, to testify in court 
against the Whites. 

The two developments I've discussed - the 
land-gobblers versus the dream - gravitated to 
those two centers of political power: the states 
and the national government. Between those two 
stories and those two poles of power stood the. 
Indians. It was an wicertain and un~table place to 
be, at best, and sooner or later the inherent clash 
was bound to come. 

As it turns out, il was sooner. In 1828, after 
one of the bitterest campaigns in OUI political 
history, Andrew Jackson was elected president. 
Jackson was a Southern frontiersman, the man 
most responsible for the military defeat of the 
southern tTibes, a passionate expansionist, and a 
determined advocate of Indian removal. He 
quickly set in motion the political machinery that 
would send native peoples westward to the 
newly formed Indian Territory. There, and 
elsewhere throughout the West, the old stories 
and old contradictions would be acted out again 
and again, building over and over into crisis after 
crisis. TI1e 8J·i m histo1y of the Cherokees, Creeks, 
O1octaws and Chickasaws proved to be only one 
familiar verse in an al1-too-cornmon American 
refrain. 

The removal of the southern Native 
Americans, and the terrible suffering that 
accompanied it, sometin1es are ,explained as a 
racist society and government bent on expelling, 
or even exterminaling, peoples they considered 
inferior and unworthy of being part of the 
republic. There were, it's true, plenty of 
reprehensible folks involved in this tragedy, 



plenty of moral failure and human nature at its 
worst. But we do the story a disservice by 
explaining these events too simply. Removal was 
no racist crusade. Politicians and officials cannot 
be djsmissed simply as hypocrites and liars. Th.is 
was no me1odrama. lt was a tragedy, and what 
1nakcs for tragedy is not a simple story of villains ,1 

and victims, but rather ~ history shaped by a 
range of human qualities and' by flawed moral 
possibilities. 

The appalling events of the 1830s are better 
understood as an Am,erican tendency to embrace 
and pursue goals and ways of thinking that are 
profoundly contradictory. Near the end of Arthur 
Kopi t' s 1969 play I ndia11s, the central character, 
Buffalo Bill Cody, has a final conversation with 
the ghost of his old friend, the famous Lakota 
leader, Tatanka Yotanka, Sitting Bull. Looking 
back on the defeat of the Sioux, Sitting Bull tells 
Cody, "We had land ... You wanted it; you took 
it. That I understand periectly. What I cannot 
understand is why you did all this, and at the 
same time ... professed your love." 

Sitting Bull's confusion is understandable. He 
lived and died in a later version of the story we 
are studying here today, a mixed and complex 
story of greed and naivete, idealism and 
arrogance, determination to dream and refusal to 
see, a story of various and conflict:i11g historical 
paths that wove together, finally, to form a trail 
of tears. 

'I 



The Cherokee Removal of 1838-1839 

, Duane H. King 
Executive Director,, 

Sou th-west Museum, Los Angeles 
> 

Background 

ln May 1838, more than 7,000 federal and 
state troops under Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott 
began the iiw~luntary exodus of nearly 16,000 
Cherokees from their ancesh·al homeland. 
Refusing to accept the Treaty of New Echota, 
they failed to emigrate to the Indian Territory 
within the two-year period specified by the 
i-atification of the Treaty by the U.S. Senate on 
May 23, 1836. Within a few weeks virhlally a U of 
the Cherokees in Georgia had been captured and 
confined in make-shift stockades at various 
locations in the Cherokee Nation. Between Ma):'.: 
30 and June 9, 1838, 3,636 prisoners from the 
middle military district of the Cherokee Nation,1 
were assembled near Ross' s Landing, 2 one of the 

1 In addition, Brig. Gen. Charles Floyd, 
commander of the Georgia Militia, reported that an 
tmspecified number "have been sent from Rome and 
other posts, and about 400 are now in possession of the 
Georgia troops, but have not been officially reported to 
the Brig. Genl.'' Charles Floyd to Winfield Scotl, June 9, 
1383, M1475, National Archives. 

1The actual encampment was upslrcrun of Ross's 
fonding near Cilico Creek. Henry W. Wiltse in an 
unpublished manuscript, "I--listory of Chattanooga," 
written about 1928 a year befote his death qt1otes Samuel 
Williams, known ;1s the father of Chattanooga, as 
reflecting "My earliest rememhrnnce was of Indian tents; 
from lncUan Spring to Stone Port, which was where Citico 
Furnace now stands ... '' 

In 1900 a.nd 1901, Wiltse 11Jso interviewed some 
of the last survivors of the Tennessee militia who 
participated in the Cherokee removal. Their reco!lection.s 
provide very detailed information about the stockade 
consbucted by Captain J-lembree's comp,rny on the sil~ 
later occupied by the Citico Iron Purnc1ce, as well as 
anecdotal reflectfons on the Cherokees ~md tJ,e founding 
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principal emigi-ating depots. Most of these 
departed for the Indian Territory under military 
escort in one of three detachments that left in 
June 1838. Theil- plight gave rise to many of the 
public perceptions about the removal. Their 
experience forced the military to rethink its role 
and caused the Cherokee government to accept 
the inevitable removal and focus its attention on 
preparation. The fate of the Georgia Cherokees 
attracted national attention and evoked the 
sympathy of other Cherokees whose 
circumstances were not much better. Stephen 
Foreman, as a prisoner at Camp Hetzel in 
Tennessee, in reference to the Georgia Cherokees 
described "how unmercifully and inhumanely 
those were treated who were forced out of their 
house at the point of the bayonet." 3 

The Round-up 

In April 1838, Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott was 
assigned command of the military force that 
would forcefully remove the rema1rung 
Cherokees from their homeland. About 2,200 

of Chatmnooga. The location of the Cherokee can\p 
provided by the Tennessee militia is corroborated by Lt. 
R. 1 L K. Whiteley, the conductor of the second 
det11chment, who slates in his joumal that tJ1e JOUrney 
began four miles from Ross's Landing a.nd that they 
IJ·aveled JO miles the first day to reach Brown's Ferry. 
Two copies of \IViltse's 111anusc-ript are on file in the 
Chattanooga Pulilic Libn1ry under TNR, 976.882 

'Slephen Foreman to David S, Greene, June 29, 
1S38, from Camp] letzel, Clwrokee Nalion. l loughton 
Library, Cambridge, Massacluisells. 



federal troops were involved including the 1st, 
2nd, 3rd; and 4th Artillery regiments, the 4th 
Infantry, six companies of the 2nd Dragoons a11d 
a battalion of Marines. The remainder were state 
volunteers including two regiments of GeOTgia 
militia and one regiment, consisting of ten 
companies or about 740 men, from each of the 
other states in which Cherokees r.esided: North 
Carolina, Tennessee, and Alabama. Eli:lur Butler~ 
a missionary and medical doctor who had spent 
14 months .in the Georgia State penitentiary for 
bis support of the Cherokees} reported on the 
number of military posts: 

From the best iuformation I cn11 obtain 
there are four military establishments in 
Alnbanwr four in North Cnrolin11, seven in 
Tennessee, and fifteen in Georgia. At the 
different posts, there are eight or nine 
thousands troops. Perhaps one soldier to 
two Cherokees counting men, women and 
cllildren.5 

Evan Jones, a Baptist missionary expelled by 
the military from Valley Town related on May 21, 
1838: 

Our minds have been in 11 state of intense 
anxiety and agitation. The Major General 
[Winfield Scott] hns nrrivecl nmf issued a 
summons declnring that eve1y man and 
woman and child of the Cherokees nmst be 
on their way to the west before another 
moon shall pass.6 The troops by the thou
sands are assemlJlerl around the devoted 
victims. The Cherokees in the 111.eantinie, 
n.pprizerl of all tltat is doing, wait the result 

"Th.is resulted in the landmark Supreme Court 
decision "Worcester vs. Georgia" in 1832. 

5Elizur Butler to David Greene, June 1, 1838. 
ABCFM Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

"This was Scott's" Address to the Cherokees" 
issued on May 10, 1838, two days after he arrived. Jt was 
printed in Athens, Tennessee, and published in Executive 
Document 453, 25th Congress, 2nd Session, Volume Xf, 
part 1, pages 11-12. 
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of tl1ese terrible preparations with feelings 
t!tat will not be described. 1 

Another missionary, A. E. Blunt, of the 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions, wrote on May 28, 1838, from the 
Candy's Q:eek Station: 

Tlte movements in the wl10/e co1.111try for 
sei,ernl weeks pnst seemed to indicate war. 
The arrival of ilie militan;: Ca1111on, pow
der, lend, & !,oxes of ar111s has indeed 
looked like tire shedding ofblood. But. .. no 
enemy hns been found to contend witlt, and 
while some of the volunteers have been 
most insulting, in some instances, the 
people have borne it patiently & have gone 
on, attending to tlleir 1msiness. 

For some days previous to the ,23rd, The 
military were riding tlzrouglz tlte countn; 
ordering the Cherokees to repair at certain 
points for emigration before tire expiration 
of tlte ti1Jle specified by the fraudulent 
h·eaty. All seems to /rave no effect. On
ward, seems to be tire motto of all the Cher
okees. 

We ltnve justice on our side let come what 
will, & some lume told the officers that they 
sllottld continue to attend to their own 
business until forced at tlze point of the 
bayonet.,. 8 

Stephen Foreman explained why he and 
other Cherokees did not surrender: 

How much longer we shnll be permitted to 
rernai.11 here a111011g our lnn.ds1 to enjoy our 
rights nnd privileges, I do not know. From 
the present aspect of affairs, we shall very 
soon be without house & 1,ome. Indeed, 
ever since the 23rd of May, we have been 
looking almost daily for the soldiers to 

7Quoted in Walkes, Torchlights to the Cherokees, 
pages 324..S and in McLoughlin, Champions of file 

Cherokees, page 169. The original letter is lost. 

8A.E. Blunt to David Greene, May 281 1838. 
ABCFM Records original in the Houghton Librnry, 
Harvard University, Cambridee, Massachusetts. 



co111e, nnrf turn us 011l of our houses. They 
!,m1e nlrendy wnmed 11s to 111nke prepnm
tions, nnd come in to camps, before we're 
forced to do so. But I 1Lm1e stated disti11ctly 
Lo some of lhe offiq;rs nt Hend qunrters, 
wltnt l lhought oftlzis so cnllerl tren~;.m1d 
wlint course l intended to persue (sic) i11 
the event no 11ew tren~J was m11de; nud see 
no renso11 yet why l slw1tltl clin11ge my 
mind. My rieter111inntio11, nnd lite determi-
11ntioll of n lnrge 111njori~J of the Cherokees, 
yeh11 the NntiolI is, nerier lo recognize this 
fm11duleizt instr11111e11t ns n treaty· 11or 
remove under it until we nre forced to do so 
nt lite point of the lmyonet. Ii mny see111 
u11wise rmd ltnzntdo11s to the fmi111ers (sic) 
n11d frien'ds of tltis i11stnw1ent1 that we 
sf,011/q persue (sic) such a co11rse; /mt T a111 
fully s11lisfieri it is the 011/y one we cm1 
pen,11e (sic) willt clenr co11scie11ces.9 

Daniel Butrick, a missionary at Brainerd 
wrote in his diary on Saturday, May 26, 1838: 

Tl1e soldiers at lite various posts are now 
co111111enced thnt WOl'k whicli will doubtless 
/011g eclipse the glory of tire United States 

Thus i11 two or three dnys about 8,000 
peo11le, 1111111y of whom were i11 gond cir
cw11stn11ces, mid sol/le sick, were re11dered 
liomeless, l1011seless n11d pen 11iless, and 
!!Xposerf to nil the ills of rnpth•i hj-

Jn rlrivi11g t'1c111 n pl11loo11 lf soldiers 
wnlkeri before nnd behind, 1111d n file of 
.<;o[rliers 011 eacl1 side, nr,1ll'rf witlt nll t/ie 
co11n11011 npp11/ ling i11stru 111c11 ts of death; 
while the! soldiers, it is said l/lotlld offt!II 11st1 

the sm11e lnug11ng,: as ~f dri?1i11g liogs, a11rf 
goarl tl1c111 fononrd 111it/1 t/1cir lmyo1wts . . 

Those tnke11 to the fort at New Ec/1ota, 
were co11fincd day 1111d 11igl1t i11 f/1c 0/1!'11 

"Stephen Foreman to David Greene, i\ lay 31, 
-lS38. ABCFM Rl.'cords Migimil in tho;-I !Ol1ghton Lihr<1r), 
lla1-vard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

nir, will! /nit liille clothing to cover them, 
wizen lying 011 tile naked ground. 10 

At Red Clay, Tennessee, Elizur Butler, a 
physician and missionary, reported on June 1, 
1838: 

,) 

... n Cl1erokee /ins cnlledfro111 Hightower 
nnd n11otlzer from Oostewiln. They l1m.1e 
escnped the hnnd of oppression which !ms 
fnllen on their neigl1bors. Tlzey will probn
bly soon l1e taken up here, but we lzope will 
be trentecl 111ore mildly t!inll ill Georgin. 1 
do 11.ot lenrn tlznt the troops hmie co111-

me11ced operntions in nny state yet, but 
Georgin ... 

I know of 110 resistm1ce or prepnrntion for 
resistnnce on the pnrt of the Cht?rokees. 
Some are escnping fro111 Georgin to the 
Tennessee country !toping, thnt Mr. Ross 
will be nble to lllrzke sowe nrrnngellleJ-Lt. 
Most of tlie people nre, I believe, disposed to 
re111ni11 quietly nbout t/1eir lmsi11ess, & if 
they nre tnken liy the troops, to submit. 11 

The Emigrating Depot 

During the last week of May, 1838, lwo 
regiments of Georgia militia under Brig. Gen. 
O1arles B. Floyd captured and confined in make
shift stockades virtually all of the Cherokees in 
that state. They were quickly sent on to Ross's 
Landing where three detachments i.n a period of 
three weeks were shipped to the west. 

On June 18.1838, General Scott wrote to 
Secretc1ry of War Poinsett: 

111T/11' n1ar11 of Dame/$. Butrick, 1-ionghton 
Ubrnr~, 11.uv.irtl University, Cambridgl;', J\ lassachusetts. 
Entr.· for Ma,- 26, 1838. 

11Elizur Butler to D,1vid Greene, June I, 1838, 
,\BCf-i\,i Records, Houghton Library, I l<1rvard Univ!"rsity, 
Ca 1nbridge, t--lassc1d1L1sens. 



[ l1m1e just !,(Id t!,e l,oJiur to recci11e your 
letter oft-lte 3rrt i11slm1t1 & m11 hnppy fo sny 
flint tl1e militin of Georgin nre 110w nsse111-
bli11gfor disclinrge - /1,e Indirllls /11wi11g 
nll been rel/lOUed Jro111, tlint stnte. 111 tile 
otl1er three stntes, /lie co/leclioJis, /,y ft,l' 
troops, for ellligrntio11, nrc rapidly nrlom1c
i11g & 11111st be colllpleted i11 n few 111eeks, if 
11ot in eiglit or ten dnys. 51Lcl1 are our 
prospects. 12 

' 

Scott also noted: 

71r.e prisoners nnd 1Jolw1tnry e111igm1Lts nre 
co11ce11trnti11g flt tliis pince· [Fort Cnss] n111i 
Ross's Lnndi1tg. From the latter, three 
parties hm1e ,n/rendy bee11 S1?11t off to the 
West - principnlly Georgia lndinlls -
Lwo pnrties by wny of the Te1111essee, Oltio 
& Arknnsns RiI1ers,& one liy lnnd, to Wn
terloo, below the Muscle Slwnls, rmd tlie11ce 
l1y tl1e snrne strenms. 13 

Also on June 18, Gen. Nathanial Smith, 
Superintendent of the Cherokee Emigration, 
wrote to c;.A Harris, the Commissioner of lndfan 

. Affairs, the following: 

I Jim,e the lw11or to inforrn you thnt I 
renclzed this plnce inst eve1Li1tg from Ross' 
Lnndi11g, fram wliiclr pince 1 stnrterl two 
parties of nearly 1,000 ench since 1 Inst 
wrote you, 111n1<111g nbout 3,000 principally 
from. Georgia in three parties. I a111 111nlci11g 
ptepnMtions now to stnrt 3,000 from this 
place in three pnrties. I find t!ieJ11 ve1~; 
stubborn nnd difficult to mnnage. They 
refuse to give their nnl/les, mimber of their 
fmnilies too. T/wse wlziclI 1 ltnve sfm'ted 1 c
ounted, and gnve instmctions to the Con
ducting Agellt to m11ster tliem whe11 they 
nre willing to give their nnmes. 1 requested 

Genl. Scott to send n guard with each 

12Gen. Winfield Scott to Secretary of War 
Poinsett, June] 8, 1838. National Archives. M-234. 

Detncl1111eJ1t, mid T believe il unsafe Jot one 
to go without. r4 

The "difficulty in managing" the prisoners is 
evident by the fact that Smith was not able to 
determine with any certainty the number of 
Cherokees 1forced on the boats in spite of the fact 
that he reported 3,000 by personal tabulation. 
The first detadunent probably had no moTe than 
600 at the time of departure. The second 
detachment had no more than 875 even with the 
additional people forced on board at Brown's 
Ferry in an attempt to bring the total number to 
1,000. Conh·ary to Smith's stated intent, he did 
not start additional detachments on their way 
west from the Cherokee Agency at Fort Cass but 
was himself ordered by General Scott to pursue 
the last of the detachments which d,epaTted from 
Ross' s Landing to provide whatever relief 
possible for their hardships. 15 

The reports of death and suffering on these 
detachments, brought back to concentration 
can,ps in eastTe1messee by escapees pleading for 

- help, had a profound effect on the strategy of the 
O,e.rokee leadership as well as the disposition of 
the military officials in charge of the removal. 
Almost immediately the adversarial groups 
began a dialog that resulted in a postponement of 
the depaiture of the remaining detachment until 
after the summer season, arrangements for the 
Cherokees to superintend theil' own removal, 
and the choice by most of the remaining 
O,erokees of the overland route necessitated by 
water levels purported to be too low for steam 
boat passage. 

14 

In spite of earlier predictions that the water 
route and overland route would cost 
approximately the same, the land route proved 
more expensive primarily because of the amount 

14Nolhanial Smith to C. A. Harris, June '18, 1838. 
National Al-chives. M-234. 

'~Winfield Scott to J .R. Poinsell, September 26, 
1838, M-1475, National Archives. 



of time ihvolved. The selechon of the overland 
route was most fortunate for the agents and 
contractors appointed by John Ross who had 
more to gain in profits from a lengthy trek, and 
for the credibility of the Principal Chief who had 
repeatedly warned that the removal could be 
very costly for the government. 16 

The two detachments, merition~d by Scott, 
which left the camps near Chattanooga via the 
Tennessee River were conducted by Lt. Edward 
Deas and Lt. R.H. K. Whiteley. The party which 
went overland to Waterloo, Alabama, was 
conducted by Capt. G. S. Drane. All three 
detachments were comprised of Cherokees who 
were Temoved from their homes by force, 
crowded onto wagons, boats and trains and kept 
tmder guard until they left the Cherokee Nation. 
They were fed poorly, treated badly and when 
afforded an opportunity, attempted to escape. 
Their plight was used in the propaganda war 
against the government, to further embarrass the 
military, and to play into the hands of 
opportunists seeking to profit from the 
transportation and supply conh·acts. 

Gen. Winfield Scott, military commander for 
the removal, had hoped to use the three 
detachments as an example of military efficiency 
and even-handedness. Instead the miJitary 
appeared as the insh'uments of oppression and 
invoked the ridicule and scorn of an otherwise 
indifferent citizemy. His motivation in moving 
lhe Georgia Cherokees out quickly may have 
been, in part, to demonsh·ate mUitary resolve and 
competency but also to expediently dismiss the 
state militia, who were expensive and a worry to 
the federal governmelit. 

1''The l1ighe.st estimate given by Jolu, Ross on the 
cost of removal was $l3 million. See "l'vlcmoninclum of 
Eshnrntes Regarding the Removal of the-Cherokee 
Nation." S,111111cl L 5Clldh,ml P11111•r.<, Librilry. Prin,eton 
LJnjversity, PriJlcelon, New Je~scy. For a delaited 
act'ounting of additiomd claims submiltl'd by John Ross, 
see United Stntes House of Representatives R,pc,rt 28S: 
Rr111M>11/ tl_/ 1/u' Clwrokc,'"i, 27th Congress, 3rd Session. 
Washington: No fmprint, 1843. 
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All except AJabama had provided troops by 
the date requested. In conh·ast to the federal 
h·oops, who were professional soldiers, the state 
volunteers generaHy made up for poor h·aining 
and discipline with enthusiasm for assigned 
tasks. Capt. John Mackay, an-1829 West Point 
graduate assigned to headquarters staff of the 
Western Military Dish·kt at Ross's Landing, 
stated that the State militia "have committed 
fewer outrages than I expected, though they have 
in some instances behaved badly enough; at all 
times they are a greater terror to their friends 
than their enemies." Scott reported to Poinsett: 

... I propose to lwld the prisoners & vol
untary emigrants, in convenient camps 
guarded lry regular troops, around lite two 
great emigrating depots. A1l the militia 
will be disclznrgecl as soo11 ns the re111nining 
Indians are brought in. 

I am in much want of additional paymas
ters as well as funds, to pay off the militia 
ns fast ns tlley are disclwrged.17 

River Route 

The experiences of the first tlu·ee detachments 
are especially significant in that they gave rise to 
fulfillment of the worst fears of the participants 
and resulted in public condemnation of removaJ. 
A_s a result, tlie military and h·ibal leaders began 
to negotiate more acceptable arrangements for 
removing the Temai..ning 01.erokees attempting to 
minimize military involv~ment,. human suffering, 
and righteous indignation. When the Georgia 
Cherokees confined at Ross's Landing realized 
they were subject to immediate deportation, they 
pleaded ,.vitl1 Gen. Nathanial Smith, 
superintendent for the removal, for a delay. They 
wanted time to settle their affairs before leaving 
and feared Lhe cm1sequences of ::;uch a lengthy 
journey in W;)rm weather. Rejecting the mournful 

1jScolt to Poinsen·, )unt> l8, 18?.8. Nntiomd 
;\rchi,•es, t\1-234, l\oll Tt5. 



petitions, Smith ordered swift departures of the 
Georgia Cherokees. The Niles Register reported: 

Tl1m cn11n• {l,e s!,ipl'ing off to tlir west. Tlw 
agent 1.!11rlt>m1ored to i11d11ce t//c111 to go into 
lln• /10111's 110/1111tnrily; 11111 11011e 11101,lif 
ngree to go. Tl,e ngent tliel! str11ck n lint' 
lfinlllglt l!te rn111p; - t/i,: soldiers rttslrcd 
in 1111d drove tht rftmted z1icli111s into t!,e 
hoots, regardless of t!te crirs 111i'd ag~1ies of 
the poor lielpless s11ffe,·crs. /11 tl1is cruel 
work, the most pni11fi1l sepnrntio11s of fn111i
lics occurred. - Cltiltlre11 71'Crt' se11 f off n11rf 
pnrents left, nm/ so of other re/11tions.18 

The experiences of the first detachment which 
departed Ross' s Landing in June 1838, were quite 
different than' the t,,vo that followed, The first 
detachment under Lt. Edward Deas made the 
trip in only fourteen days and had no deaths in 
route. The group equaled a speed record for the 
journey set by a detachment led by John S. Young 
in March 1837. In sharp conh·ast, the parties led 
by Captain Drane and Lieutenant Whiteley had 
numerous deaths. Drane reported 146 and 
Whiteley reported 70. 19 

Both took considerably longer to make the 
journey. Whitley left six days after Deas on Jwtc 
12, and arrived at his destination in the Flint 
district on August 5, almost tvrn months after 
Deas reached Fort Coffee. The detachment under 
Captain Drane left Ross's Landing on June 17, 
arrived at Webber's Plantation in the fndian 
Territory on September 4, and turned over the 
detachment to an officer from Fort Gibson on 
September 7, 1838. 

Both of the latter detachments were stranded 
by low water just below Lewisburg, Arkansas, 
and forced to lravel overland the remainder of 

1~Thc Niles Register, August 18, 1838. 

19Robcrt Hodsden, a contact physician with the 
Whitley delachmcnl, reported Lhat either 73 or 74 of the 
875 who departed Ross's Landing died du.ring the lrip. 
His journal "Medical Report of Or. Robert Hodsden," is <11 

the Five Civilized Tribes Museum, Muskogee, Oklahoma. 

the journey during the peak of the summer. In 
addition to hot, dry, dusty condilions both 
detachments suffered from excessive sickness 
along the way. Towanls the end of U1e journey, 
Whiteley had to halt the detaclunent because 
more than half the members were sick. 

., 
The differences in ilie mortality rate between 

the detadunent led by Deas and the others may 
in part be explained l;Jy the fact that Deas was an 
cxpe1ienced conductor having just returned from 
a similar b·ip the month before. It may also be 
accounted for, in part, by the fact that Deas bad 
a genuin~ concern for the people m1.der his 
charge as evidenced by his diaries. The greatest 
difference however, was the fact that his 
detachment left earlier when it was possible to 
navigate all the way to the final destination. 

Detachment under Lt. Edward Deas 

The detachment under Lt. Edward Deas left 
Ross's Landing on June 6, 1838. The haste in 
which the depa1·hue occurred is evident by 

_ Deas' s statement that the "Party of Cherokees 
was turned over to me as Conductor, by the 
Superintendent of the Emigration al Ross' s 
Landing E. Tenn., after having been placed on 
board the boats provided for their 
Transportation." 20 Deas also related: 
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T11ose l11riin11s !ind for tlze most pnrt, j11sl 
been cnplurerl mul bro11ghl ill /Jy tlie 
troops, from tl1e Georgin portio11 of tl,e 
Cherokee Cm111try; and 11enrly the whole of 
tlie111 nre of the poorer clnss, and l?ronght 
with them very little properhJ A lnrge 
portion l?ei11g ve,y destitute, were provided 
with clothing nt setting out upon t1ie Jou r
ney, jrolll t/1e poor-Fund set nside for thnt 
purpose.21 

2ULt. Edward Deas to Commissioner of Indian 
t\ffa1rs C.A. Harris, Ju.ne 13, 1838 aboard the steamboat 
Smr//rr, near Memphis, Tennessee. National Atchives, M-
234, R0ll 115. 



Lieutenant Deas and his detachment of just 
under 600 prisoners with 23 armed guards sel 
out from Ross's Landing about 11 A.M. on the 
6th, on board the steamboat George Guess towing 
six flat boats. They reac~ed Decatur, Alabama, 
early on the morning of June 9. They- were 
detained there until the evening of the 10th 
waiting for transportation by rail. Deas reported 
that: , , 

The PnrhJ was l/Jen plncerl 011 two Trains 
of Cars, the 1st of which reacl;ed 
Tuscumbia Lnnding nbout 3. P.M., & 
nbout lzalf of the Party tons transfened to 
the S. Boat Smelter which wns there in 
readiness to receive them. 

This S.,Bont then immediately set out for 
Waterloo, (30 miles) below without re
maining for the 2nd Train of Cars wit!z the 
remainder of the Party. In consequence, 
W1Jen the 2nd Train arrived, there being no 
Boat to receive the remainder of the Par~;, 
they were necessarily encamped near the S. 
Boat Landing. Nothing could hmie been 
more tmforhmate than-the departure of the 
Smelter at the 11to111e11.t the Party wn.s on 
the point of reaching her, for during tlJe 
night 100 of tlie Indians deserted, wlzic!, 
would not lume occurred, hnd the Bol1t 
remained n,1 hour or two longer at 
Tuscumbia, and taken tlle111 011 board.22 

Deas had dismissed the armed guard at 
Decahir feeling that the Cherokees were so far 
from their homes that no escape would be 
attempted. He placed the blame for losing more 
than one~sixth of his pai-ty on the boatmen. He 
did not accept their excuse noting: "The reason 
assigned for her departure, was that the River 
was falling and that there would be a danger in 
getting tlu·o' Lhc Shoals if she remained. It would 
seem however, Lhat two hours could have made 
but little difference in that respect." 2

~ 
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Minus the escapees, the party under Deas 
was reunited at Waterloo, Alabama. They 
departed on board the Smelter and two keels with 
a double cabin about 2 P.M. on June 11. Also that 
day, Deas enumerated the party, "as carefully 
and as accurately as possible: and found the 
number to be near 500." The next day between 4 
and 5 P.M., they reached the mouth of the 
Tennessee River. To increase the speed of 
h·aveling, Deas ordered one of the keel boats to 
be left at Paducah_. Writing from his cabin, Deas 
noted, "We set out from that place yesterday at 
sunset and will probably reach Memphis tonight 
(Jrme 13) about 10 o' clock."24 

Deas also Teported: 

Tlze weather /ins t1een warrn since setting 
out, but tlze people are genernUy healthy. 

As this is the season for the Arkansas R, to 
be at a good stnge of water, [ nm in hopes 
t/znt I shall soon be able to report tlwt the 
Party has reached its plnce of destination -in 
snfett;.25 

On June 24, 1838, Lieutenant Deas wrote to 
CA. Hards, commissioner of Indian Affairs from 
Fort Coffee, Cherokee Nation: 

1 have the honor hetewit!t to forward to you 
my journal of occurrences upon tl1e Route 
of Ellligration of tile ParttJ of Cherokees 
lately under 11lY charge. 

By refere11cc tl1ereto it will be perceived 
that the parhJ reached its pince of rlesri11n
ho11 on tlie 19th instant, lun1i11g pe1forn1ed 
tl1e jollnzey i11 less than 14 rlays (nne C(f 

which was e11terillg the boat at Decatur 
Ala.) and that 110 death ncc11rred t1po11 tlie 
tollte. 2" 

ulhe origin,,! ofl l. Deas's letlc1-or b/1~/R8 to 
C.A. Harris is in the N11tiot1al Archives. M-234, Roll 115, 

2"Lt. Edward Deas ~o C.A. 1-·forrfs, June 2<!, 1838, 
Fort Coffee, Cherokee Nailon. Nntional Archives, M-234, 
Roll 115. 



The Detachment conducted by Lt. R. H. K. 
Whiteley 

Lt. Jolm Mackay, adjutant general under Col. 
William Lindsay, the ni.ilitaq commander from 
the Western District reported to Lt. A. B. Hetzel, 
Quaitennaster at Fort Cass: 

Ge11l S111it!L is getting off n prrrti; of 1500 
lndinns they nre 110w in fiat bonts nt the 
whmf But no sten111 boat to tow tl1c111 
down. 171eywrote n most to11clii11g petih'o!z 
to Col. Li11dsny to nllow them .to go liy 
land. [t is not in his potoer to interfere. 
Three boats will probably get started to
morrow and te111ai11 below the suck Jot n 
sten111 bont. 'Cenl Sn1ith fins no lzend for 
b11siness,.It is d - d /Jard tlrnt the Indians 
can't go tlze way they please with their own 
nw11ey.27 

Several days earlier the steamboat Holston 
with four companies of the 4th Infantry broke 
down eighteen miles below Ross's Landing and 
returned to Deca t-ur for repairs, leaving the 
soldieTs to march the remainder of the distance. 
The George Guess, another shallow-draft 
steamboat, arrived late because of mechanical 
difficulties and detained the party at Kelley's 
Ferry for engine repairs. 

On June 13, 1838, Superintendent of the 
Removal Nathanial Smith, then at Brown's Ferry 
a few miles downstream from Ross' s Landing, 
wrote to Lt. R. H. K. Whiteley the following: 

Sir I wish you to take charge of the present 
party of Cherokees, and deliver them to 
Cnpt. Stephenson U.S.A. disbursing 
Agent of the Cherokee Emigration at Fort 
Gibson Arkansas. Not having it in my 
power to muster them, 1 request you to 
pe1Jorm tlwt service, agreeable to instruc
tions contained in revised Reg11lntions No. 
5, one copy of which you will plense hnnd 
to Capt. Stephenson mid retnin one copy 

27John Mackay lo LL A.B. Hetzel, quartermaster 
at Fort Cass, Jttne 13, 1838. Letters received by A.B. 
Harlzel, Record Group 92, Na!-ional Archives. 

for my office. I also request tlie Javor of you 
to give to .Mr. Clrt1rles Matlock contmctor 
n certificate of the parbJ tm1Lsported /Jy llim 
to Tuscumbia Alr1. n11d likewiSt: to Col. 
Wil/in111s011 S111ith contmclot tlte number 
deltvered b-ij lii111 at Little Rock Ark. or 
ltiglter 11p that river if the state of the wnter 
will'hrlmit. .. 28 

TI1e Whiteley detachment departed one week 
after the party conducted by Lt Deas left Ross' s 
Landing. Like the other detachments that left in 
June, they were primarily Georgia Cherokees 
recently captured by the state nulitia. They did 
not overtly resist the military and committed no 
acts of violence against their oppressors as 
instructed by Principal Chief John Ross. As 
military prisoners, they did exercise passive 
resistance, and collectively declined to cooperate 
with emigration officials by refusing to give tl1eir 
names, and refusing to accept clothing pmd1ased 
for them at Chattanooga in spite of the fact that 
most were destitute. Less passively, large 
numbers deserted the detachment near the 

_ beginning and end of the trail. 
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The means of conveyance for the detachment 
was by boat, by rail, and by wagon. l.11 spite of 
the fact that the journey lasted less than two 
months, at least 70 died in route. One of the 
deaths resulted from a railroad accident in 
Alabama.29 Twenty-five people deserted the 
party between Ross' s Landing and Decatur, 
Alabama. At Waterloo, Alabama, on June 29, 

28smith goes on to state, "/ liaue appointed Doctors 
R.H. Hoiison & Geo. D, Morrow Physicians, Col. f.A. Hooke, 
£.S. Curry, P.H. Price, T110mas fones & Geo. Stubblefield asst. 
cond11ctors. James Brown, Robert Benge, & Betsy Woodward & 
5011 (11\fm Woodwa.rd) interpreters. And Betsy McDaniels 
hospital (ltlt11da11f. You will allow the last $1.00 per day & her 
travelling expenses." Gen. Nathanial Smith to Lt. R.H.K. 
Whiteley, June 13, 1838, Brown's Ferry, Tennessee. 
National Archives file W-662. 

29 1n a spoilation claims filed in the Flint Oist.rict 
in 1842, Ailsey noted that her brother Tsitaga or 01icken, 
was killed by a railroad car on the journey west. With no 
other similar incidents reported, it is assumed that 
Tsitaga was individual referenced by Whiteley. 



Whiteley reported that another 118 escaped. ln 

Arkansas before entering the fodian Tcuitory, 
Whiteley reported that another 65 abandoned the 
detachment. Of the 975 who began lhe trip, only 
602 were present upoN arrival in the Flint 
settlement. 

In reading Whiteley's journal it is apparent 
that he did not develop rapporJ with his 
detachment as did some of the other conductors. 
Unlike B. B. Cannon who conducted a 
detad1ment in 1837 and compassionately 
described the condition of ~migrants, frequently 
listing names and relations of those who died, 
Whiteley reported deaths only by numbers, often 
imprecisely. It was not until Whiteley was two
thfrds into the journey that he was able to obtain 
an exact count of the number of Cherokees under 
his chaige. By docking the boat twenty feet from 
the bank on the Arkansas River and requiring the 
passengers to disembark single file, he was able 
to determine that 722 individuals were still with 
the detachment. Unlike Lt. Edward Deas who 
was given a sword by a detachment in 
appreciation for his kindness to the emigrants,· 
there were no accolades for Lieutenant Whiteley 
at the end of his journey. In a final act of defiance, 
some of the survivors of the forced march 
deserted before they could be enumerated by the 
officers from Fort Gibson. 

Towards the end of the journey, Wl1iteley 
may have felt some compassion towards the 
Cherokees as he repeatedly notes the suffering of 
the detachment due to circumstances beyond his 
conb:ol. On July 28, he reported "Between two & 
three hundred sick & four & five deaths daily." 
Yet he still traveled 14 miles that day. On August 
1, Whiteley stopped the detachment reporting 
that more than half were sick. The number of 
deaths Whiteley noted was as high as six or 
seven daily. 30 

'.lO For additional information see Hodsden, 
Rohert. "Medical Report of Dr. Robett Hodsden." Five 
Civilized Tribes Museum, Muskogee, OklaJ~omA. 
According to Dr. Hodsden, of a total of 875 01erokees on 
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The Detachment conducted by Capt. G. S. 
Drane 

Gen. Nathanial Smith had written to Winfield 
Scott on May 18: 

•I 

The plan adopted for t/le removal of -the 
Cherokees is to send them down -this [Ten
nessee] rive,: in Bonts w/lile tl1e wrrter 
remains at a stnge sufficient to admit, mid 
afterwards send them i11 wnggons (sic) by 
way of Ross' Landing, Jasper, Tenn., 
Bellefonte, Huntsville, nnd A thens to 
Waterloo, Alaba11111, where the Steamer 
"S11Lelter", and as many otl1er Boats as 
mny be necessm·y, will always be in readi
ness to receive tlze Emigmnts.a1 

rhe third detachment of Georgia Cherokees 
leftRoss's Landing on June 17 in wagons and on 
foot in route for Waterloo, Alabama.32 They 
crossed the_ Tennessee River at Ross's Landing, 
then at Brown's Ferry about ten miles 
downsh·eam and at Kelly's Ferry near Jasper, 
Tennessee. They also paid for feniage at Battle 
Creek on June 22.33 

Unlike the previous two detachments, the 
group did not travel by rail or experience the 
rapids in the Tennessee River on the northern 
and western sides of Raccoon Mountain named 

the journey, 73 or 74 died during the trip, 

'
1 Nathanial Smith to Winfield Scoll, March 18, 

1838. National A1·cluves, Washington D.C. M-234. 

,
2Lo11isvillc Public Adt1cttiser1 August 24, 1838, 

page 2 cols. 2 and 3. 

'JThis bill was to George D. Rice and included 
for ferriage 36 wagons across Battle Creek at 504" each -
$18; for ferrying 1 cart a L 254"; for ferrying 1009 Indians at 
3<r per head, 30.27; for ferrying 37 horses belonging to 
Cherokees & Agents at 61/ilf each, 2.31 ¼; for fenying over 
10 agents accornp,mying the Detachnwnt al 12 ½ II each, 
1.25; for a total of $52.081/4. The financial records of Capl. 
G. S. Drane are at lhe Federal Records Center in Suitland, 
Maryland. 



the "suck," the "boiling pot," the "skillet," and 
the "frying pan." 

Traveling overland to Waterloo, Alabama, 
was still arduous and fraught with danger. Four 
children and one adult soon died. When the 
detachment learned, shortly after they left,' that 
General Scott had suspended the removal until 
fall, they demanded to be allowe·d to remain with 
the other detachments. > 

Later in defending his actions to Congress, 
Scott reported: • 

Up to about tile 19th of J1~ne, tlte Superin
tendent lzad been able, from want of suffi
cient steam and other boats, to send off, by 
water, only two detachments of the Indians 
co!lected 'by me, (I think;) he had totally 
felled to engage wagons and to establish 
depots of subsistence for the land routes 
altlwugh I gave him repeated notices that I 
~hould'. from the 26th of May, rapidly send 
111 Indznns for emigration. 

By the 19th of June, tlze Hiwassee and 
Tennessee rivers Jwd almost ceased to be 
navigable, and were still rapidly falling. It 
was known tlzat tlie Arkansas was in as 
bad a state, and that the land routes in 
vent part, had become sickly, with a scar
cihJ of good drinking water. Hence, on the 
petition of the principal Indians in the 
countn;, 1 assumed the responsibilihJ, in 
f~vor of life, of suspending further emigra
tion until the return of the cool season, 
(Sep-tenzber 1) and stipulated conditions 
with the Indians, which enabled me to 
begin to discharge the militia and to send 
off three regular regiments - two to tlte 
Canada frontiers, and one to Florida -
points where I knew tltey were much 
wanted. 34 

34Winfield Scott's n;,ply to inquiries from M. SL 
Clair Clarke dated November 3, 1,840, in the United States 
House of Representatives Report 288: Removal of the 
Cherokees, 27th Congress, 3rd Session_ Washington: No 
Imprint, 1843, page 36. 
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On June 20, Gen. Nathanial Smith was 
presented with a petition to halt the detachment 
and either allow them to retmn to their former 
camp near Ross' s Landing or establish them in a 
new one where they could remain until a more 
healthful season where they would join the 
emigrations planned for the autumn. The appeal 
read: 

Spare their livesf expose tlzenz not to tlte 
killing effects of that strange clinmte, under 
tl~e disadvantages of tl1e present inauspi
cwus season, without house or shelter to 
cover t/1em from ab011e, or any kind of 
funnture to raise them from tlze bare 
ground, on which tlzei; may spread their 
blankets and lm; thefr languid limbs, when 
Ja_llen prostrate under the influence of 
disease . .. To this may be added the voice 
of oi~r white neighbors. The cries of hu
m~n~ h.f have reached the citizens of tire 
nd1oznmg counties, and have stepped forth 
to advocate the cause of mercy. Tlte tnith 
is, a general and powerful sympathy for 
our condition Tins seized the attention and 
affected the hearts of the white citizens 
generally in McMinn, Monroe and Blount 
coun~e~ . .. Not longer ago than yesterday 
the citizens of Athens, your immediate 
nei~hbors, sent a strong and affecting 
petihon to Genl. Scott on our behalf signed 
by upwards of sixn; of the principal citi
zens and physicians. . . We have today 
heard that the citizens of Monroe and those 
of Blount counties are preparing similar 
petitions. "35 

By the time General Smith and the conductor 
Capt. G. S. Drane joined the party at Bellefonte, 
Alabama, on June 25, 100 had already escaped. 
Soon more than half of the 1,072 members of the 
party deserted according to Captain Drane. A 
company of mounted volunteers rounded up 
most of the reluctant emigrants. Still, 225 
prisoners escaped. General Smith recounted this 
incident by stating: 

,sJohn Ross manuscripts quoted in Foreman, 
1932: 297. 



they made application to me to be suffered 
to 1'-ef:urn to the agt'.ncy and remni11 t/Jere 
mztil fall. .. As they would have traveled 
over 120 miles, there (sic) healtlt was i111-
pmvi11g and they should .,go on and so 
infonned them. Shortly after which about , 
300 of thcn1 threw a part of fhere (sic) 
baggage out of the waggons, took it and 
broke for /he woods and mn11y oft.he bal
ance refttsed to put there baggage into {f ze 
waggons, or go nny Ji-trther nnd shewed 
much ill nnture. MJzny of them told the 
ngents who were with them that the ~uhile 
men were all Lyars and bad men; and one 
of them come to me a11d made some obse,·
vation and added that he would go back 
home tlze next mbming and shoot for ]no. 
Ross; that he had plen~J of money and he 
would figlzt-jor him. 

I inunediately requested that the Captain of 
the Town. C,0111pany to call out his men and 
aid me in sta1'ting them which he very 
promptly did and we succeeded in getting 
off all that was left by 10:00 o'clock A part 
of those w!to broke off in the morning was 
found and made to return. I put the parhJ 
in charge of Capt. Drane of the Anny and 
called 011 the citizens for 30 volunteers to 
accompany him to Waterloo. They fumed 
out i1mnediately nnd I had the Cnpt. Mus
ter them into sirvice (sic) for 30 days un
less soonet discharged. 

As vernJ (sic) many of this part:i; were 
about naked, barefoot and suffering from 
fatigue although they Jzad not traveled 
more than 9 miles pr. Day, I ditennined 
(sic) to purchase sor,ze clothing, domestic 
for tents & shoes, &c., &c., and issue to 
them which was done on the ?6 -ult. They 
rested on tlzat day in the e11e1Ji11g of whicl1 
1 called ns many of the aged and Infirm and 
their Janrilies as would go l1y water to 
Waterloo and took them to the river; put 
tlie111 on bard (sic) of the boat engaged for 
the upper contract and lnnded tile next 
moming at Dicatur (sic), where l learned 
that Leut. Whiteley's party were yet at 
Tuscumbia. I followed on and overtook him 
and party at which they did at IO o'c on 30 
uto. We /zave been detained hy l1eaci winds 
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for 1 ½ dnys or we should llmie reached 
this [Me111plzis] on the morning of tlce 2nd 
inst. 36 

Smith accompanied the Whiteley party to 
Little Rock where they arrived on July 6. He 
remained on board the Smelter for the return b·ip 
and reached Waterloo on July 12 after an absence 
of 13 days. He wrote to C. A. Harl'is and reflected 
on those who had escaped in Alabama. 

These people will lTave over 300 miles to 
travel to reaclt their old homes, many of 
them women nnd children nnd of course 
must suffer extremely for want of some
thing to eat &c. Of the 3,000 wlziclt I wrote 
you from the Agency lzad left in three 
parties, not over 2,000 will readi thein1ew 
home, and all of this for want of a Jew 
armed men as a guard which 1 have po
litely asked the militan; for but could 11.ot 
persuade tliem agreeably to my wish:37 

Smith seems to have been as much displeased 
with the military for the lack of cooperation with 
the civilian authorities as he was with the 
Cherokees for responding to his authority by 
open defiance and mass desertion. Thus, it seems 
that the "benevolent policy" of the government, 
as it was frequently called, was only fully 
appreciated by Smith himself. 

On July 14, the detachment under Capt. G. S. 
Drane, aheady depleted by death and desertion, 
boarded the steamboat Smelter at Waterloo under 
heavy guard for the journey west. Smith traveled 
with the group as far as Reynoldsburg, 
Tennessee. After being indisposed for a few days 
because of illness in middle Tennessee, he 
retu1ned to the agency in the l10pes of soon 
starting other Cherokees on their fateful journey. 

*Nathanial Smith to C.A I Iarris, Office of 
Indian Affairs, July 3, 1838, National Archives. 

'
7Smith to l fonis, July 12, 1838, Office of Indian 

Affairs, ihid. Arka11sns Gazette, July 11, 1838, p. 2... Col. 1. 



On July 22, the Smelter grounded 30 miles 
below Little Rock. Three days later the steamboat 
Tecumseh - with a lighter draft - arrived and 
took the party to Little Rock. I-;I.ere an even 
smaller steamboat took the group as far as the 
Lewisburg sandbar six miles below the towri and 
two miles downstream of the Benton Sandbar 
where Whiteley's detachment had_been stranded 
by the heavier Tecumseh a month eadier. On 
August 18, Drane landed his party one mile 
below the town. 

Traveling overland on the north side of the 
river, the detachment arrived at Fort Coffee, 
three weeks later on September 7, 1838. Of the 
1,072 who started the journey, 146 died on the 
way. Before 1·eaching Waterloo, 293 people 
escaped and there were two births on the trip. 

An observer in Arkansas was quoted in the 
Louisville Public Adziettiser m September: 
"Eighteen hundred Cherokees have passed here 
by land within the last month, and they are 
suffering very much with measles and fever. We 
.have had the longest drought I ever experienced 
in my life, and the corn crops will be light." 58 

The Cherokee Perspective 

On June 29, 1838, Stephen Foreman, a mixed
blood O1erokee m.iniste1·, wrote to David Greene 
of the American Board of Commissioners fm
Foreign Missions from Camp Hetzel where he 
and 600 other Cherokees were being detained. 
He recounted: 

On lnst Friday two Cherokee men came 
into our camps from the last detachment 
sent off from Ross' Landing. 71te1.J came 
back for the purpose of ascertaining 
whether anything could be done for their 
relief T'1etJ said they did 1tot wish to go on 
HOW - Tl1ey wislzed to stay 11ntil nll their 
people started could - if they were pushed 
along as they already Jznd been, wit/, n 

38Louisville P11blic Ad-oerl:iser, September 22, 1838, 
page 2, col. 1. 
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dul1le (sic) hand full of meal and a few 
pounds of fat bacon for eac11 family per day, 
they would not live, but must all di.e 011 

thei,· way to the west. Tlzey said tltey left 
their families sick - one of tlzem said lze 
!,ad lost one of his children, and was a11x
ious to bring back the remainder of his 
family until cooler weather, It seems they 
lwd traveled 01tly about sixteen miles by 
land from Ross' Ln1Lding, and that six of 
the company had died before tlu..,y left them. 
When I told these men that we ourselves 
were all prisoners a1td could do nothing for 
their relief, the young man who lost one of 
his children manifested n great deal of 
feeling ... lzis eyes immediately filled with 
tears, his countenance indicated emotions 
of dispare (sic) - lze hung his head for a 
few rnoments in solemn silence, and then 
raising his head, lze said, "our case is a 
linrd one!" My own.feeling while looking 
at t!zis once happy but now miserable man 
I shall not attempt to describe. Tt is enough 
to sny, that it was painful to my feelings 
and I have no doubt to Jzim also, to reflect 
that he !tad once a happy dwelling ·which 
he could call lwme but regardless a/justice, 
of humanihJ, and of everything that is 
sacred, the unfortunate man and family, 
with many others, have been turned out of 
their houses, at the point of the bayonet, & 
deprived of almost evenJ comfort of life, 
nnd sent off to the western count1y during 
the sickly season of the year. 39 

Stories such as this &om the escapees and the 
survivors were indelibly impressed on the minds 
of those who participated in the forced removal. 
In early 1839, Elizur Butler, a prominent 
physician and missionary to Cherokees, was 
quoted by a Chattanooga newspaper as 
suggesting that approximately 4,000 Cherokees 
had died as a result of the forced removal. Butler 
based his estimate, in part, on the belief that half 
of the members of thi·ee detachments of Georgia 
Cherokees, which departed Ross' s Landing in 

3qStephen Foreman to David S. Greei.1e, June 29, 
1838, from Camp HeLzel, Cherokee Nation. Houghton 
Library, Cambridge, Massachusetts. 



June 1838 under military escort, had died in 
route. He had completed the overland trek with 
the detachme.nt by Elijah Hicks and had earlier 
survived eleven months' imprisonment in the 
Georgia State Penitentiary with Samuel 
Worcester for failing to take the oath oi allegiance 
to state in regard to the Cherokee controversy. 

Butler calculated the total nw:nber of deaths 
> 

based on the information from various sources at 
4,600 individuals. He believed the estimate of 
4,000 deaths altributed to him in the newspaper 
to be conservative. Although.subsequent wi-iters 
have challenged Butler's calculation as being too 
high or too low. Although it was made before 
the last detachments had reached their 
destination in the west, it is still the most 
frequently cited estimate in the literature on the 
subject.40 It is apparent from the verifiable reports 
that Butler 1 s guess of a 50 percent death rate 
among those Cherokees hiding in the mountains 
and those members of the first three detachments 
of the forced removal were based more on rumor 
and innuendo than corroborative data. It is clear 
from the 1840 census of Eastern Cherokees, -
which included deaths since the 1835 census, that 
the number of people who died during the time 
the refugees were eluding federal troops was 
substantially lower than Butler had been told. 41 

The same is true for the three detachments which 
left Ross' s Landing in June 1838. Of these 
detachments, Butler surmised: 

About tire middle of Tune when among the 
Cherokees at Arkansas, l was informed by 
two influential, intelLigent Cherokees, and 
lnJ sorne half n dozen other persons on 
wlzom I suppose I could rely; that, more 
than one half of those persons who were 

~°For a detailed discussion on various estimates 
on the number of deaths, see Russell Thornton, The 
Cherokees: A Population History, University of Nebraska 
Press, Lincoln, 1990, pages 73-76. 

~'Microfilm copy of the 1840 census of Eastern 
Cherokees compiled by Will Thomas is on file at the 
Museum of the Cherokee Indian Archives, Cherokee, 
North Carolina. 
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forced on board the bonts last June at yow' 
(i.e. Ross' s) Landing, lzave since died. 

The exact number forced on board the boats 
I do not recollect but it was between three 
and four thousand to be within bounds 
say, fifteen hundred of that number are 
decttl.42 

Elizur Butler sincerely believed the 
information he received, but the number of 
confirmed deaths was smaller. Drane reported 
only 146 deaths, Whiteley 70 (Robert Hodsden, a 
physician with the detachment, gave the number 
at 73 or 74), and Deas none. The relative accuracy 
of these numbers appear to be confirmed by the 
financial reports of the conductors, which among 
other things lists expenditures for coffins. The 
veracity of Butler's estimate - which has been 
relied upon by countless authors down through 
the years - does not increase or diminish the 
tragedy of the Trail of Tears. TI1e total population 
lossf based on census projections, to the 
Cherokees as a result of deaths associated with 
the removal, desertions from the Nation, and 
children not born because of hardships and 
family disruptions may have been as high as 
10,000.43 

The three detachments which departed for 
the west under military escort in June 1838 
provide clear understanding of the :realities of the 
forced removal of the Cherokees. One of tl1e 
witnesses to the departure of these detachments 
was William H. Jones, a 17-year-old soldier in 
Captain Hembree' s Company of the Tennessee 1~t 
Regiment. In 1900, approadting hi.s eightieth 
birthday, he expressed the opinion that "the 
conduct of our nation in this whole affair was 

4zElizur Butler to Mr. Parham, editor of the 
Hamillon Gazette with copy to David Greene, Marcl1 l, 
1838. Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. 

43Russeli Thornton, The Cherokee Nation: A 
Pop11lation Histon;, University of Nebraska Press, 1,990, 
pages 75-77 



ouh·ageous, and that the removal was a 
misfortune. to the white people of this section." 44 

As devastating as their expulsion from their 
homes must have been, the accounts of armed 

' soldiers driving people from their homes pales in 
comparison to the reality of the suffering and the 
deaths experienced by so many. on the jomney, 
that are known today primaril}' thi;ough the 
pragmatic reports of the military conductors. 

"'Interviewed at his home at Sunbright, 
Tennessee, in 1900, by Henry T. Wiltse, in HistDnJ of 
Chattanooga, unpublished manuscript, 01attanooga Public 
Library. Wiltse (1851-1929) died before publishing his 
collection of early. recollections of the Chattanooga area. 

,\ 
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Beguilement and Guile: The Removal of the Choctaw Indians to the West 

Clnrn Sue Kidwell •1 

Director of Native American Studies 
> UniversibJ of Oklahonzn 

The lure of new la11ds and economic riches 
drew Americans westward in the early 
nineteenth century. This westward urge took on 
an almost mystical dimension in the national 
cry of "Manifest Destiny," and it became an 
impelling emotional force in American history. 
The beguilement of the west was a powerful 
attraction. 

The Choctaw Indians in central Mississippi, 
whose lands stood in the way of expansion, had 
been similarly beguiled. Theirs, however, was 
an experience in the b·uly spiritual sense of the 
tetm, one that led them from the west to the -
east. They told of their origins in a distant land 
to the west, where Chata and Chicksa, two 
brothers, were inspired by the drama of a holy 
man to follow the direction of a fabussa, a sacred 
pole which leaned toward the southeast. The 
brothers and their people followed the pole as 
it pointed their way to a new home. They 
a·ossed a mighty river, and finally one moming 
the pole stood uptight, marking the place that 
was to be their homeland, now in the cenh·al 
part of Mississippi. Near the place was a 
mound, which they named Nanih Waiya, or 
leaning mountain.' 

Hernando de Soto, the first European 
explorer of the southeast in the sixteenth 
cehtuJy (1539-41), probably passed too far north 

1Henry S. rlalbert, "Nan.ih Waiya, the Sacred 
Mound of the Choctaws," Publications of the Mississippi 
Historical Society, l1 (1899), 223-34. 
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to encounter the ancestors of the present day 
Choctaws, although his chronicler Elvas 
mentioned that the Spanish army moved into 
the province of Panfallaya, or "long hairs." In 
historic times, one of the characteristics that 
distinguished the Choctaws from other tribes 
was the fact that they wore their hair long. But 
since·· hair styles do not make history, we can 
only speculate about de Soto's encounter with 
the ancestors of the Choctaws.2 

As the lure of the west drew Americans into 
new lands in the eighteenth century, the 
dichotomy of east and west had profottnd 
implications for the Choctaws. It crystallized 
attitudes toward Indians into a dichotomy 
between savage and civilized. The east 
represented civilization, the settled farmer and 
husbandman. The west represented the place 
where the savage hunter could roam at will. 
One of Thomas Jefferson's motives for the 
purchase of the Lottisia.na territory was the 
prospect of having vast areas into which 
Indians could be moved so they could continue 
to hunt3 

2J ohn Swanton, Source Material for the Social m,J 
Ceremonial Life of the Choctmv IndiUJIS, Bureau of 
American Ethnology Bulleii.n, No. 108 (Washington, 
D.C.: Government Prinii.ng Office, 1931), p. 57. 

3For a discussion of Jeffersonian Indian policy, 
see Bernard W. Sheehan, Seeds of £.yfincticm: Jcffcrso11ia11 
Philnnt/1ropy a11d /lie A111e1ica11 T11dia11 (Chapel Hill: 
Pub!ished for the lnslitute of Early American History 
and Culture Rt Wi]li11msburg, Virginia, by the 
University of North Carolina Press, 1973). He desc.ribes 



The histmy of Ame1·ica replays the biblical 
drama of Cain and Abel, the huntei- and the 

husbandman. During the ~ighteenth century, 
the PurHans feared Indians because they 
inhabited the wilderness, which in biblical 
terms was Satan's domain, the place of 
temptation and disorder which warred against 
the order of God's will and laws. Although the 
Satanic image is less distinct during the early 
nineteenth century, Indians were still associated 
with savagery, and Americans were-associated 
with civilization. 

The Choctaw migration story was based on 
fact. At least p~t of the historic tribe had strong 
western roots. Their oral traditions included 
stories about wars with the Osages. Their 
language was closely related to the languages 
of a number of small tribes west of the 
Mississippi. The Okin lran.nli, or Six Towns 
people, who lived along the Chickasawhay 
Rive.r,4 tattooed blue lines around their mouths 

' 
a custom that they shared with some western 
peoples. An Englishm.an mentioned such a 
western group, the ''Blew mouths," who lived 
west of the Mississippi and were "in amity 
with" the Choctaws. 5 

it as misr;ttided philanthropy. Jeffersorc also subscribed 
to a policy of driving Indians into debt so that they 
would be forced to sell their eastern lands. See 
Jefferson's letter to Wm. Henry Harrison in Francis Paul 
Prucha, Documents of American Indian Polici; (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1975), p. 22. 

4The original Six Towns were identified as 
Cruckasawhay, Oskelag:na, Tala, Nashobaweyna, 
Boktoloksi, and Yowani. Swanton, Source Material p. 
257. I 

. sJames Adair, Adair's History of the American 
lndia11s, ed. Samuel Cole Williams (New York 
Promontory Press, 1930), p. 192; Swanton, Source 
Material, p. 57. Egmont Journal in The Colonial Records of 
the State of Georgia, ed. by Allen D. Candler, (26 vols.; 
Atlanta: The Franklin Printing and Publishin8 
Company, G. S. Harrison, Smte Printer, 1904-16), V, 57. 
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The Spanish, attempting to develop trade 
and consolidate theu conb·ol of theu· claims in 
Louisiana, fom1d themselves contending with 
Choctaw attacks on westein Indians. Choctaws 
had moved westward into Louisiana to find 
deer to supply the skin trade. Their rajds on 
Caddoe~, Kansas and other western nations 
threatened the stability of Spanish h·ade and 
settlement, and Spanish officials tried, largely 
without success, to 'resh·ict them to areas east of 
the Mississippi. 6 

In the early nineteenth century, the 
Oi.octaws themselves were becoming divided 
i.n their lifestyles between hunting and farming .. 
While some Choctaws moved freely back and 
forth aa-oss the Mississippi and lived primarily 
by hunting, those in the east were adopting a 
more settled lifestyle in the early nineteenth 
century. They had always raised considerable 
crops of corn, and Bernard Romans described 
them as a ''nation of bread," able to supply 
other tribes with food. They also began to raise 
the livestock inb·oduced by American settlers 
who manied into the nation. In the late 1790s 
Hardy Perry brought cattle into the eastern part 
of the Choctaw nation, and Louis and Michael 
LeFlore, and Louis Durant brought them into 
the western part, on the Yazoo River. Cattle and 
pigs became part of the subsistence base for 
some Choctaw families. Women were 
begimung to spin cotton and weave cloth which 
replaced deerskin for clothing? 

Bernard Romans's description of the 
productivity of Oi.octaw land helped attract 
White men. He was employed as a map-maker 
and surveyor by the provincial government of 
East Florida and was subsidized by the British 

"Kinnaird and Kinnaird., pp.349-70. 

'John. F. Schermerhorn, "Report Respecting the 
Indians Inhabiting the Western Parts of the United 
_States," Collectio11s_ of tl1c Massach11selts Historical Society, 
Vol. Tl, second senes (Boston, 1814), Reprinted d,arles 
C. Little and James 'Br0\"111 1 1846. 



goveinment, which was eager lo entice more 
colonists to the region. His report of the 
lushness of the coun.b-y was so beguiling that it 
becomes suspect for its intentions. If he 
overstated the productivity of O1octaw farming 
as part of his job, he nevertheless demonsfra ted 
its importance for the h·i.be. 

As the eastern Choctaws· beegme more 
dependent on farming and livestock, the 
western lands became more atb"active to many. 
By 1801 there were "a considerable number" 
who chose to remain in the western lands. Some 
had established villages, and one group on the 
Washita River ~ad also begun to farm. For the 
most part1 however, the western Choctaws 
were deer hunters, using the skins for h·ade and 
meat for subsistence. 8 

White settlers living among the Choctaws 
mru:ried O1octaw women and produced 
offspring who bridged two worlds. The 
Folsoms, the Pitchlynns, the Nails, the LeFlores 
- all became prominent mixed-blood families 
with substantial holdings and growing political -
power. Further White influence arrived in the 
persons of missiona1·ies from the American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, 
who established their first Christian mission 
school, named Elliot, in the western district of 
the Choctaw nation. 9 

The influx of White settlers and 
missionaries brought increasing government 
pressure on their leaders to cede land to the 
United States that could be opened to White 

8John Sibley to Gen. Heru-y Dearborn, 
Natchitoches, April 5, 1805, American State Pnpars: 
Doc11me11ls, Legislnlii•e and E.xcc11tive of thi: Congrnss of /Ire 
U11ilr.d States (38 vols.; Washjngton: Gales and Seaton, 
1832-61}, Series 2, Indian Affairs (2. vols), I, 725. 
Hereafter cited as ASP-IA. 

'
1 American Board of Commissioners for 

ForeigJ1 fvl:issions, First Tm An1111al Reports of the 
Amcri:.:mr Bo,ird of Co111111issioners for Foreign Missions, will, 
Other Dac11111e11ls of t/1e Board (Boston: Printed by Crocker 
and Brewster, 1834), p. 241-45. 
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settlement. Tn a series of b"eaties between 1801 
and 1816, Choctaw leaders gave up areas on the 
easteTn and southern edges of their territory. 

By 1820 the Choctaws were being pressed to 
. cede all their land in Mississippi and move 
west. Jhe rich delta region along the Yazoo 
River beckoned to cotton growers. 111.e public 
sales of the Creek lands opened up the area to 
the east of the Choctaws. James Monroe had 
proposed another land treaty to them in 1818, 
but Mus.hulatubbee and Pushmataha replied 
that "our land is small and we do not wish to 
part with any of it ... we do not wish to leave 
our country.'' 10 

To force the issue in the face of Choctaw 
resistance, George Poindexter, congressman 
from Mississippi, inhoduced ·a resolution in 
Congress to prevent 01octaws from emigrating 
to lands west of the Mississippi. Although on its 
face such a move might seem antithetical to 
government policy, it made sense. Poindexter 
pointed out that as long as the Choctaws could 
continue to hunt freely in the U. S. tenito1y 
west of the Mississippi, they would never cede 
their lands in Mississippi. He cited "the 
necessity of confining them to the boundaries 
heretofore appropriated for their use, until they 
shall acquire the right to other lands by h·eaty 
with the United States." 11 

Andrew Jackson pressed for a treaty. He 
intended to impress upon the Choctaws the 
necessity of moving west if they wished to 
retain their autonomy. If they did not move, 
White settlers would move onto their lands, 
and the government would not protect them. In 
response to Jackson, Pushmataha declru:ed, "We 

"'Pu.shmataha and Mushulatubbee to the 
President, Choctaw Trading House, October 20, 1818, 
Nationc1l Archives, Letters of the Secretary ofWar, 
Received, roll 2 Hereafter cited as NA-LSW-R. 

11]5th Congress, 2nd Session, House Doc. 156, 
"Emigration of the Choctaws," December 1, 1818, ASP 
- lA, T, 180. 



wish to remain here, where we have grown up 
as the herbs of the woods; and do not wish to 
be b·ansplanted into another soil." 12 

Treaty negotiations proceeded, despite the 
resistance. Jackson and hi; fellow negotiator 
Thomas Hinds faced significant opposition 
when they arrived at Doak' s .Stand for the 
treaty negotiations in early OctobeJ" 1820. 
Jackson's bargaining sh·ategy was to appeal to 
the desire of individual Choctaws for landL3 and 
to use the western lands as a pawn. Based·on 
his presumption that "The pride of a real Indian 
is in the sh·ength of his nation," he thought the 
Choctaws would choose to be unified in the 
west rather than divided between two 
territories. 14 

Puckshanubbee and Pushmataha appeai·ed 
at the treaty ground but brought only 70 or 80 
of their warriors, and the Six Towns people did 
not come at all. Jackson, suspecting a 
conspiracy by White men and half-breeds to 
keep them from attending the negotiations, 
.chided the two chiefs for the small numbers of 
Choctaws present and dispatched Edmond 
Folsom and Middleton Mackey, the 
government interpreter, to inform the Six 
Towns people that they should attend. Over the 
next few days, other leaders with more warriors 
arrived at the treaty ground, and the originally 
hostile mood lightened as Puckshanubbee put 
on a ball game. 

On October 10, Jackson made his first 
formal statement to the assembled group. His 
tone was benevolent. 

Your fnther the President of the United 
States is anxious to make nll his Clzoctnw 

11ASP-1A, I, 230. 

13C. Vandeventer to Maj. Gen. Andrew 
Jackson, Dept. of War, August 21, 1820, ASP-IA, 11, p. 
232. 

1
•1Andrew Jackson lo Hon. J.C. Calhoun, 

Nashville, June 19, 1820, ASP-I A, I l, p. 231. 

cflildre11 lrrq1py . ... He lzns directed us to 
point 01Lt to you n co1mtry beyond tlle 
Mississippi, where l1is Choctaw children 
who /im,e removed. may settle, anrf wliere 
those wlro wish to go over mny live a11d 
be l1nppy. Tltose who cf 1oose to stay here, 
may do so, and be linppij likewise. 

,) 

He used reason. 

Forfnnning, you l1nve more land tlrnn is 
necessary. As n hunting ground, it has 
not suffident game, Without a change in 
your situation, tlze Clzoctmv nation must 
dwindle to nothing. 

But he also began to tlu·eaten. If the 
Choctaws did not take this land which the 
President "has, at much expense, procured ... 
for his Choctaw children,° Whites ,would move 
onto it to live, and the Choctaws would have 
nothing. He cajoled. The amount of land that 
they were being asked to cede was very small in 
exchange for a much larger western territory. 
Those whose homes fell within the ceded 

_ territory could take individual allotments and 
be protected by the laws of the federal 
govenunent Jackson promised support for 
schools, noting that the president '11as every 
wish to ~ducate and civilize his O1octaw 
children." He promised property and money 
for the school at Elliot and .fu_nds for another 
school in the western tenitory. 
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He played upon the potential division in tl1e 
tiibe between v\Thite and mixed-blood elements 
-and full-bloods by attributing any opposition to 
his proposals to "the false statements of some of 
the white men and half-breeds living amongst 
you" whom he accursed of desiring "riches and 
power" and of wanting to "make fortunes 
unjustly." The President proclaimed his desire 
to protect the Choctaws from exploitation by 
this element. 

He played also upon the more real division 
between the tribe in Mississippi and those 
Choctaws who had already settled in the 
western ]ands, a rather significant number. He 



challenged the benevolence of the nation to 
make some provision for the western Choctaws 
by ceding some of their lands. But he also 
threatened that if they would not listen to the 
P1·esident' s request, "TI1e..next attempt to treat 
may be made with them, instead of those on 
this side of the Mississippi." To which Lhe 
Choctaw leader Mushulatubbee replied that the 
western Choctaws were "as sh·angers"' to them. 
His statement indicated the separation of the 
settled eastern Choctaws and those who had 
moved west to hunt. 15 

Despite Jackson's threats, the Choctaws at 
first rejected his demands. The Arkansas land 
was not a desirable place. Pushmataha 
described the western region as II poor and 
sterile, trackless and sandy deserts," with no 
trees except in the bottom lands. The Choctaw 
leaders told Jackson "We have heard the 
request of our father the President to exchange 
om counh-y, but we are informed by some of 
our people who are acquainted with the 
situation intended for us that it is not so good 
as the one we live in .... we have made up our -
minds not to leave the country of our fathers. 
We are sorry that we cannot comply with our 
father's request; a man cannot make up his 
mind at once to suit every object; but we have 
made up ours to remain where we have always 
lived." 16 

Jackson grew impatient and called the 
Choctaws together for a more explicit 
description of the western territory and the 
support for those who wanted to move. If they 
wanted schools, he promised that a township of 
land in the cession would be sold to provide a 
school fund, and that support would be 

15 Andrew Jackson, Thomas T--Iinds, to the 
Chiefs and Warriors of the Choctaw Nation, October 10, 
1820, ASP-IA, II, 236-37. 

10 ASP-IA, II, 230. 
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available for schools both in Mississippi and in 
the western territory. 17 

The Choctaws remained Jecalcib:ant. After 
four days of deliberation, Jackson's impatience 
turned once again to threats. After reiterating 
his arguments about the well being of the tribe 
and th~ establishment of schools, he declared 
that the President would make a b·eaty with the 
Choctaws in the west and "If you will permit 
the obstinacy and folly of a few amongst you to 
work your own destruction, you cam1ot 
hereafter complain.'' He reminded them that 
the Americans had fought against the British to 
protect the Choctaw territory and had 
preserved them from Spanish influence. He 
advised them to II consult your best interests, 
and all will be well; otherwise, no foresight can 
calcu~ate your dislTesses."18 

The Choctaws went back to their 
deliberations, but Puckshanubbee left the 
council abruptly, declaring that he would not 
consider a cess10n. His action was 
understandable since it was the largest part of 
his district that would be ceded. Jackson and 
Hinds declared on their part that they would 
not allow the negotiations to be disrupted by an 
individual, and after concession by the council 
to Puckshanubbee 1 who received a special $500 
payment to pay for his moving expenses, the 
treaty was finally signed. 19 

The Treaty of Doak's Stand gave the 
Choctaws rights to their western lands, but it 
also opened more areas on their eastern and 
western boundaries to White settlement. It also 
gave support to another agent of civilization, 

17 Andrew Jachson and Thomas Hinds to the 
Chiefs and Warriors of the Choctaw Nation, October 13, 
1820, ASP-IA, If, p. 233. 

18/bid,., p. 10'1. 

''' ASP-IA, ll, 2.,10; Charles J. Kappler, llldia11 
Affairs: Laws mid Treaties (5 vols.; Washington, D.C.: 
Government Prinling Office, 1904-41) 1 U, p. 193. 



the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions, whose schools at Elliot and 
Mayhew received support from the h·eaty 
money. 

'-

Even while Jackson was guaranteeing the 
Choctaws their western lands, published 
accounts appeared that served. to lure White 
settlers to the west. Thomas • Nuttall, an 
Englishman with an intense interest in botany 
and biology, impelled American settlers to the 
west. Nuttall traveled through the Arkansas 
territory west of the Mississippi in 1819. He 
desa-ibed productive lands suitable for cattle 
grazing. "Mild as the south of Europe, and a 
soil equal to that~£ Kentucky, wealth will ere 
long flow, 110 doubt, to the banks of the 
Arkansa ... As to maize, it is as luxuriant as 
possible. But what most recommended this 
settlement, in my estimation, was the 
unequivocal appearance of health and plenty . 
. . The cotton produced in this neighborhood, 
of a quality no way inferior to that of the Red 
River, obtained ... from six to six and a half 
• dollars per cwt. in the seed . . . rice has been 
tried on a small scale and found to answer 
every expectation." 20 Nuttall also saw Choctaw 
villages in the west, but he described those 
mainly for the poverty and alcoholism that he 
observed, a theme that was becoming 
increasingly common in accounts of Indian 
tribes. 21 

Even before the Treaty of Doak's Stand was 
signed, White settlers had already begun to 
move into the Choctaws' western lands. The 
creation of the Arkansas Tenitory, made 
possible by the treaty between Spain and the 
United States in 1819, drew settlers west, and 
despite the pledge of the government to secure 

2i>J'homas, Nutta.U, A Journal of Travels info 1/ie 
Arkansas TcnitortJ During tlte Year 18191 ed Savoie 
Lotbnville (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1980), pp. 21, 36-391 85-5, 89, J03. 
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Choct-aw rights, vigorous complaints by citizens 
of tl1e territory led to pressure for the Choctaws 
to cede the western lands and remain in the 
east. One Arkansas settler declared vehemently 
that if O1octaws moved west, it would be a 
"death blow" to the territory. 22 

• 

Although some Choctaws drifted over the 
river to settle in the western territory, the 
majority were not interested in moving, either 
because of reports such as Pushmataha' s that 
the land was poor and sterile, or because of 
reports that there were White men living in 

parts of the tenitory. Edmond Folsom was 
appointed by the government to lead an 
emigration that largely failed to materialize. It 
was true that White settlers were ensconced on 
lands that now belonged to the Choctaws by 
treaty. In order to persuade the Choctaws to 
move, the government would either have to 
move the settlers, or they would have to move 
the boundary of the Choctaw territory. John 
Calhoun chose to do the latter. 23 

Calhoun, who was actively campaigning for 
the presidency, hoped to gain political 
advantage for himself in Mississippi by 
persuading the Choctaws to cede their land jn 

the state. In May 1823, he appointed Thomas 
Hinds and William Woodward to hold treaty 
negotiations with the Choctaw nation to adjust 
the western boundary. Hinds never received 
the appointment letter, and there was some 
suspicion that William Ward, the Choctaw 
agent, had deliberately misdirected it. In any 
event, it was not until December that the 

22Arkansas Gazette, vol 11, no. 8 Qan. 6, 1821). 

2311ie Arkansas Gazette. Vol. ll, no. 42 
(September 1, 1821); William Woodward, 
Commissioner for Ark. Territory to John C. Calhoun, 
December 15, 182J, The Papers oJTolm C. Calhoun, edited 
by W. Edwin Hemhill (19 vols.; Columbia: Published l1y 
the University of South Carolina Press for the South 
Carolinian.a Society, 1957- ), VJ, 570-71; Arthur H. 
DeRosier 1 Jr., The Removal of the Choctaw lndim1s (New 
York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1972). 



situation was discovered, and Call1ow1 decided 
not to pursue the matter "for the present." 
Instead, he approved the request of the 
Choctaw leaders that they come to Washinglon 
to negotiate a treaty and insh·ucted Ward to 
make arrangements for their journey, "having 
regard to the strictest economy ."14 

There were individual Choctaw~ who haJ 
reason to favor negotiations for a new b·eaty. 
Theii: reasons were based on the new economic 
situation in which they found themselves: They 
had moved from an ecorn;,my of subsistence 
and barter into a cash economy as a result of 
their lTade with Americans. They must now 
negotiate around issues of payment for goods 
and wages for service. 011e t11u·esolved issue 
between individual O10ctaw warriors and tl1e 
government was that the warriors, who had 
fought with Jackson at Pensacola in 1814, had 
:not been pa.id. Another issue was that the chiefs 
Pushmataha and Mushulatubbee owed 
pernonal debts to traders, and a rumor 
circulated that they favored ceding some of the 
Arkansas territory to pay off those debts. 

There was strong objection, however, to 
another b·eaty. Louis Leflore, John Pitchlynn, 
and David Folsom, part of the newly rising 
mixed-blood leadership of the tribe, objected lo 
any land cession on the ground that it would 
tmn the personal debts of Pushmataha and 
Mushulatubbee into national debts. 
Puckshanubbee, whose disti-ict had lost the 
majority of its land in 1820, was also opposed to 
a land cession, perhaps fearing that once again 
he would be most vulnerable. 

The Choctaws were not above a bit of guile 
in their dealings with government agents 
seeking a cession. In 1820, resisting the idea of 

24John Calhoun to Thos. Hinds & WM. 
WooJward esqrs., May 5, J823;John Calhou11 to Wm. 
Woodward, December 31, 1823; John Calhoun to 
William Ward, January 29, 1824, NA-LSW-S, reel 5, 
frru.ue 436, reel 6, frames 26, 36. 
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moving to the west, Pushmataha had dcs□-ibed 
the western lands between the Canadian fork of 
the Arkansas and Red Rivers as "a praii:ie 
country so barren of wood and scarce of water 
as to be unfit for settlements" and that he had 

• to make his fire out of buffalo droppings when 
he wanted to cook his meals. By 1824, however, 
pressed for a cession of part of that western 
land to the Tenitory of Arkansas, he described 
it as "fertile, well wooded and watered," and 
,., desirable for settlement." When John McKee, 
the Choctaw agent, confronted Pushmataha 
with the discrepancy betweei1 - his two 
descriptions, Pushmataha explained, "I was 
buying then ... but I am selling now, which 
you know, Colonel, makes a difference. T 
learned that from white people." 25 

H was late September 1824 before the 
Choctaw delegation finally set out for 
Washington. Its members were Puckshanubbee, 
Pushmataha, Mushulatubbee, David Folsom, 
Robert Cole, Captains McCurtin, Talking 
Warrior, Red Fort, Chiletchoma, and James M. 
McDonald, Esq., who served as interpreter.2° 

The LTip to Washington and subsequent stay 
had momentous consequences for the tribe. It 
marked a significant passing of the old order of 
b'aditional chiefs and the rise of a new mixed
blood order. Puckshunnubbee (who was 85 
years old) stepped off a cliff along the Ohio 
River at Maysville, Kentucky, and was killed. 
And Pushmataha died on Christmas eve of 
what was probably pneumonia. Alcohol may 
have played some role in the death of the chief 
who had fought so valiantly on behalf of the 
United States. Despite Calhoun's directive to 

uGeorgeS. Gaines, "Reminiscences," The 
Alabm1111 His;tarica/ Q1111rlcrly, XXIV (Fall and Winter, 
1964), p. 191. 

i"William Ward to Jolm Ca[houn, O,octaw 
Agency, September 23, 1824. NA-LSW-R, Roll 169, 
frame 128, 



Ward about "strict economy,'' the bar bill for 
the delegation totaled $2,149.50.27 

Calhoun began the h·eaty negotiations .in 
Washington on November}, with a proposal 
for a Choctaw cession in Mississippi, which .the 
delegates firmJy refused. They did accept his 
proposal for a cession that would move the 
eastern boundary of their territory t9 a line 
running from the Arkansas to the "Red River 
(approximately along what is now the eastern 
boundary of Oklahoma), with the .proviso that 
White· settlers remaining in their territory 
would either move or be .moved by the 
government. 

President James Monroe authorized 
Calhoun to offer $65,000 in annuities as 
payment for the land, which the delegates 
rejected as" entirely inadequate." The Choctaws 
had learned the value of a dollar and how to 
bargain. They wanted education so they could 
deal with the demands of White society. They 
countered Monroe's offer with a proposal for 

-$30,000 in gifts, $9,000 annually for 20 years for 
1'mechanical institutions," the same amount for 
the education of Choctaw children in "colleges 
or institutions out of the nation," and $3,000 
annually for 20 yeaTs for education for the 
Western Choctaws. The Choctaw delegates 
wanted their own "rising generation" to be 
educated, and they flattered Monroe that by 
acquiring ''a Knowledge of literature and the 
arts," the Choctaws would be able "to tread in 
those paths which have conducted your people 
. . . to their present summit of wealth & 
greab.1.ess." Monroe ignmed the flattery, 
however, and found the Choctaw proposal 
''wholly inadmissible." Negotiations ground to 
a haJt. Monroe finally raised the offer to $90,000 
in annuities over 10 years. The Choctaws 
demanded settlement of their claims from 

27Bill for Choctaw Delegation, Jan. 1825, NA
LSW-.R, Reel 3; Angie Debo, Angie, The Rise and FaU of 
the C/zoctmu Republic (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1934), p. 50. 
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Doak's Stand and $6,000 a year in perpetuity, 
and Monroe agreed. The treaty was finally 
signed on January 22, 1825.28 

The O1.octaw gave up more of their western 
lapds, a process that was hecoming increasingly 
inevitable. Their negotiators were now ,, 

primarily mixed blood men very much aware of 
the dem,mds of White society - Folsom, Cole, 
James McDonald. The things they bargained for 
were guarantees of boundaries and education. 
What they wanted in the way of education was 
very practical, "instruction in the mechanic and 
ordinary arts 0£ life." To fund these services, the 
government agreed to survey and sell the 54 
sections of 1and that had been set aside for the 
support of schools in the Treaty of Doak' s 
Stand. The b-eaty also coniirmeq the entry of 
the Choctaws into a cash economy. They were 
to receive their annuities in cash rather than in 
goods, with power to spend the money as they 
wished. 

Having given up part of the western lands, 
the Choctaws moved to consolidate their hold 
on their eastern lands and strengthen their 
bargaining power with the United States 
government. A council in the northeast district 
met on June 21, 1826, and elected Greenwood 
Leflore, the 26-year- old son of Lewis Leflore, as 
chief of the disn·ict. The council invested Leflore 
with "constitutional powers,'' thus introducing 
a new element into Choctaw politics. The 
Captains and Leflore moved to "form ourselves 
into a legislative body" which then enacted a 
set of laws. 29 

26Kappler, II, 212. 

29David Folsom to Tho. L. McKenney, Gibeon, 
June 27, 1826, National Arduves, Office of Indian 
Affairs, Letters Received, reel 169, franies 272-75, 277-
79. Hereafter cited as NA-OlA-LR; Florence Rebecca 
Ray, C/1ieflai11 Greenwood Leflore and tlic Choctmu Indians 
of llie Mississippi Valley: Last Chief of Owctaws Eust of 
Mississippi River (2d ed.; Memphis, Ten.11.: C. A. Davis 
Pri.nling Company, Jnc., 1936), pp.47--49. 



Following the lead of the Northeast District, 
Leflore, Folsom, and Tapanahoma met in 
August to form a national constitution. The 
constitution and laws must be read, not as 
acceptance of the White man's modes of 
civilization, but as an attempt to present a 
united front against pressw-es from the United 
States government for land and_its attempts to 
play factions within the tribe againstt!ach other. 
The new constitution asserted that Choctaw 
land was the "common property of the ~hole 
nation." 

Despite the long-standing division of 
1eadeiship and the different nature of the three 
dish-icts of the nation, the tluee chiefs affirmed 
the unity of the Choctaw land base. No district 
could sell or cede any portion of it without the 
"full and fair consent" of the other two districts, 
and no one chief could make a contract that 
involved annuity money without the consent of 
the other two chiefs. The autonomy that the 
district chieis had previously enjoyed was now 
formally constrained. "Having felt the evils of a 
want of proper regulations among themselves,'' 
the chiefs had seen "the necessity of entering 
into some definite compact" and of passing "a 
few general laws'' for "the whole nation." The 
Choctaws were being forced progressively to a 
centralized government. 

The constitution and legislature in the 
Northeast district gave new form to traditional 
ways of governing. The form in some respects 
represents not a drastic departure from, but an 
evolution of the old system of chiefs, speakers, 
and warriors, a system in which men of certain 
social rank based on achievements were 
entrusted with decision making. The new 
system however, established a m.ore 
representative form of government - district 
courts composed of twelve warriors. Each 
district chief was to appoint three people to 
enforce the laws, a change from the companies 
of Light Horse, whose peace keeping functions 
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had been formalized in the Treaty of Doak's 
Stand. 

The most dramatic example of social change 
came in regard to property. The property of a 
deceased m,u1 was to be divided between his 
widow and children. In • the traditional 
mat:rilhleal society, women had owned their 
own property, inheritance was through the 
mother's line, and a man's property would thus 
devolve on his maternal relatives rather than 
his wife and children. The new law embodied 
changes in inheritance of property introduced 
by mixed blood families and now imposed on 
the rest of the Choctaw population in the 
district 

Despite their adoption of the trappings of 
civilization, the Choctaws fatced continuing 
pres-sure to cede land. In October of 1827, 
Thomas McKenney visited the Choctaws and 
the Chikasaws in Mississippi to try to convince 
them to move west. He discovered the deep 
division in the Choctaw tribe over the issue of 
land cession and removal. In private 
conversation, he found that Greenwood Leflore 
sympathized with the prospect of removal, but 
since he had been elected a chief on his promise 
to resist the idea, he could not speak publicly in 
favor of it.30 

McKenney hoped to lure the Choctaws and 
the Chickasaws west by allowing them to 
explore the western lands, and they agreed to 
his proposal. On October 12, 1828, delegations 
from the two tribes, 13 Chickasaws, and six 
Choctaws, reached St. Louis to join an exploring 
party. The party was under the direction of 
Isaac McCoy, a Baptist missionary who was 
actively promoting a plan to "colonize'' Indians 
in lands west of the Mississippi. McCoy had 
been instructed to explore the territory north of 

"°Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official a11d 
Personal; with Sketc/1es ofTrm,cls Among lhe Northern and 
Southern Jnd·frms; Embracing A War Excursion and 
Description of Scenes along tile Western Borders (2 vols. in 
one; New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 1, p. 337. 



Missouri as a possible home. The Indians 
"declined" a northern tour. They had been 
reluctant to undertake the exploration in the 
first place, and were unwilling to make any 
effort that might appear, that • they would 
consent to leave their homelands in the 
southeast. 

The O1.octaws, in fact, 11manif ested J! strong 
inclination not to make the tour of observation." 
They wanted only to visit some of the Choctaws 
who were now settled in the western territory 
on the Red River. McCoy Hnally convinced 
them to accompany him as far west as the 
western line of Missouri 1 promising that they 
would not have to go any further. 31 

During the trip, the party encountered a 
party of Osages, and an Osage warrior 
presented the principal Choctaw chief with the 
scalp of a Pawnee, saying that" as the Choctaws 
had accepted of a scalp . . . taken from an 
enemy, the Choctaws, as a nation, were bound 
by the customs of Indians to espouse their 
_interests, and that the Osages would 
thenceforward understand that the Choctaws, 
about to become their neighbours, would also 
become their allies in war." This "unwelcome" 
and "unexpected" pronouncement was not 
acknowledged by the Choctaws. 32 

On November 26, 1828, the exploring party 
camped on the Arkansas, at the mouth of the 
Verdigris, and on December 4, they spent the 
day traveling over the country between the 
North Fork and U1e Canadian Rivers. Although 
this was the major part of their territory, they 
were more anxious to return to their own 
homeland than to explore a potential new one. 
The tom of the western lands terminated at a 
camp on the south side of the Arkansas near its 

31lsaac McCoy, History of Baptist Indian missions: 
emhrncing rcmm*s on the former and present co11dition of the 
aboriginal trib~s (v\lashlngton, W .. Morrison; New York, 
H. and S. Raynor, I 840), pp. 349-5]. 

32//iid., p. 357. 
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junction with the Canadian on December 7, 
1828.3~ 

The exploration did not convince the 
Choctaws to move. If anything, the encounter 
with the Osages, their traditional enemies, was 
reason not to move. But there were more 

•I 

powerful forces at work that would ultimately 
force the Choctaw nation west. 

Choctaw leaders in Mississippi had 
supported missionary schools and adopted 
laws, actions which argued for their adaptation 
to "civilization." Evidence of widespread 
religious feeling in the summer and fall of 1828 
was further ammunition for the Choctaw 
leadership in the fight against removal. An 
interesting piece of evidence for civilization was 
reported by Niles' Weekly Register, the national 
news magazine of the day. A Choctaw had 
entered a subscription, and in his "exceedingly 
well-written letter," he described "with much 
feeling" the "progress in Improvement" in the 
Choctaw nation. He pointed out that"many old 
customs" had been abolished and that 
hundi·eds of people had ''lately embraced the 
gospel'' and were learning "the importance of 
self-discipline." 34 

David Folsom was quick to note the 
progress of civilization in a letter to Thomas 
McKenney. In the Southern Disn·ict, the chief 
Tapenahoma had been deposed for 
drunkenness and John Garland put in his place. 
Folsom took political change and religious 

33On November 26, 1828 the exploring party 
camped on the Arkansa, at the mouth of the Verdigris. 
It examined the country between the North Fork and 
the Canadian Rivers on December 4, 1828, but did not 
spend the night there. Although this was !:he major p-art 
of their territory they were anxious to return to !heir 
homes. They were only a short distance south of Fort 
Gibson. The tour of the western lands terminated ata 
camp on the south side of the Arkansas near its junction 
with the Canadian on December 7, 1828. McCoy, Baptist 
Missions, pp. 365--67. 

"4Nilcs Weekly Register, XXXV, no. 905 (XJ, no. 
21, 3d Series, January 17, 1829, p.330). 



fervor as signs that the nation was "rising and 
has already so high as to look down with 
contempt upon dissipation." 35 

The evidence was n,._ot sb:ong enough to 
overcome White desires for Choctaw land and 
Andrew Jackson's fear of the pTesence of Indian 
b·ibes as sovereign nations within the 
boundaries of the United States. The :Uueat that 
he had wielded against the Owctaws in 1820 at 
Doak' s Stand - that they would be ma"ke 
citizens of the state of Mississippi and lose their 
rights as a tribe - came tr;ue in f anuru·y 1830 
when Mississippi extended its laws over the 
Choctaw nation and inade it a crime for a man 
to be chief of an Indian tribe. 

The Mississippi legislature's action forced the 
Choctaws to confront the choice of moving west 
or of being subject to the state's laws. They 
agreed to negotiate with a government 
commission in September 1830 at a site near 
Dancing Rabbit Creek. The commissioners 
asked uare you willing to remain here and live 
as white men? Are you willing to be sued in 
courts, there to be b·ied and punished for any -
offence you may commit? to be subject to taxes, 
to work upon rnads and attend in musters?" 

Although the commissioners assured the 
Choctaws that if they were detennined to 
remain, "we shall then trouble you with om 
talks no more'' they proved unwilling to listen 
to Choctaw arguments. 36 

When Peter Pitchlynn spoke for the 
Choctaws to reject the idea of removal, the 
commissioners informed him that the tribe was 
ill-advised, that two of their chiefs had written 
to the Secretary of War saying that they could 
not live under the laws of the state, and that 
their rejection of a treaty showed "their 

35 David Folsom to Thos. L. McKenney, Chahta. 
Nation, Gibeon, October 14, 1828, NA-OIA-LR, roll 169, 
frames 500-502. 

3~The lndinn Re111ovnls: Domment 512. U.S. 
Senate 23rd Congress, 1st Session (5 vols.; New York: 
AMS Press, 1974), 11, '2157. 
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insincerity and deception." And although the 
Treaty of Doak' s Stand had guaranteed 
possession of the western lands to the 
Choctaws, the commissioners threatened that if 
the Choctaws would not move to the western 

• lands, those would be given to other h·ibes. 
Althotigh most of the Choctaws left the Treaty 
ground after this address, a small group of 
chiefs and headmen remainedr and it was this 
'
1rump parliament," led primarily by mixed
blood chiefs David Folsom and Greenwood 
Leflore, that finally agreed to the provisions of 
a h·eaty that ceded the Choctaw homeland in 
Mississippi and agreed to removal to the west. 
Although the treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek 
contained a provision that allowed individuals 
to remain in Mississippi as citizens of the state 
and to take individual allotments of land, the 
vast majority of claims were never honored by 
the government. 

Approximately 15,000 Choctaws moved 
west between 1831 and 1836. They left behind 
their homes, their fields, livestock, and personal 
possessions, and many suffered the physical 
ha1:dships of bitter cold and illness that marked 
the Trail of Tea1·s. 

Alexis de Toqueville encountered one 
Choctaw group on its journey. 

At the end of the year 1831 T wns on the 
left bank of tlze Mississippi1 at tlze plnce 
the Europeans call Memphis. While Twas 
there a numerous band of Choctaws . . . 
arrived; these snvages were leaving their 
count,'!} and seeking tu pass over to the 
1'ight bank of the Mississippi, where tlzey 
110ped to find nn asylum promised to 
tftem by the American govermnent. It 
was t1zen the dept'1s of winter, and t1tat 
year the cold was excepti.unally severe; 
tlie snow was hard Oil the ground, and 
huge masses of ice drifted 011 the river. 
'f/ze Indians brought their families with 
tllem; there were among t/Jem the 
wounded, tl1e sick, newborn babies, and 
old men on the point of death. They had 
neither tents nor wagons, but only some 



prov,swns nnd wenpo11s. I snw tl1e111 
c111bnrk to cross the great rizter, n11d the 
sight will never fnde from my memory. 
Neither sob 110r Col/lplnint rose from tftnt 
silent nssembly. Their afflictions were of 
long standing, nnd they felt them to be , 
irremediable. All the Indians fwd nlrendy 
got into the boat that was to carry tbem 
across; tlieir dogs were still inLtlie bank; 
ns soon as the animals finn1ly realized 
tlint they were l1eing left behind forever, 
the1J nll together rnised n terrible howl 
and plunged into the ietJ waters of the -
Mississippi to swim after their nuisters.37 

As the Choctaws had been led eastward by 
a sacred pole, now they were compelled west 
by federal policy and White land hunger. They 
now became the leaders of a forced march that 
would ultimately take other southeastern tribes 
- the Creeks, the Cherokees, the Chickasaws, 
and the Seminoles - west of the Mississippi, 
leaving behind their homes, the bones of their 
dead ancestors, and the bodies of those of their 
own families who died during the hardships of 
what has become known in history as the Trail 
of Tears. 

37 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in 
America, Translated by George Lawrence, edited by J.P. 
Mayer and Max Lerner (New York, Evanston and 
London: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1966), pp. 298-99. 
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In Search of the Trail of Tears 

. Dunne King 

Introduction 

The route of the Cherokee removal, better 
known as the Trail of Tears, was designated by 
Congress (Public Law 100-192) in December 1987, 
as a National Historic Trail. In September 1992, 
the National Park Service published the 
Comprehensive·Management and Use Plan with 
Map Supple.ment for the Trail of Tears. In that 
report it is noted: 

An official set of trail maps will be lcept in 
the administrative office of the [Trail of 
Tenrs National Historic Trail at the] NPS 
Southwest Regional Office in Santa Fe, 
New Mexico. As new information becomes 
available about trail routes, and as new 
sites are identified, revisions of the routes 
and sites will l1e documented in the re
gional office. Any changes to tTie congres
sionally designated national historic trail 
route will be published in the Federal Reg
ister, in conformance with the National 
Trails Syste,n Act, and necessary revisions 
will be made to the Comprehensive Man
agement and Use Plan. 

Research 

At the time the original report was 
published in 1992, we realized the information 
was incomplete. Although volumes had l1een 
written about the politics and the ramifications of 
the forced removal, no systematic attempt to 
identify the actual routes had ever been 
undertaken. The provision to allow for periodic 
updates of mapping of routes is extremely 
important and hopefully as time goes on and 
more information comes to light, the public 
understanding of this critical pel'iod of American 
history will increase. 
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This paper will deal with the findings made 
since the publication of the original mapping 
supplement in 1992. One of the more significant 
discoveries was a series of payment vouchers 
kept by military conductors and disbursing 
agents for the three detachments which le£t 
Ross's Landing in June 1838 a.. .. d the john Bell 
detachment which departed the main agency at 
Calhoun on Octobe1· 11, 1838. These vouchers 
were submitted by the officers to verify 
expenditures. They provide detailed information 
about ferty crossings and toll bridges and allow 
speculation about the roads used based on 
proximity to known residences of suppliers of 
corn and fodder. The number of deaths with each 
of these detachments can also be verified since 
the payments for planks and nails for coffins and 
services of gi·ave diggers were also meticulously 
recorded. 

Even before the discovery of the vouchers it 
was assumed that there were problems with the 
route as mapped in the 1992 supplement. Lt. 
Edward Deas, who accompanied the John Bell 
party of treaty emigrants, wrote to Gen. Winfield 
Scott on October 22, 1838: 

lt luwirzg been necessary, by the route we 
travel, to cross the Tennessee R. tltree 
times, our progress tltus fnr lws been slow, 
but nfter crossing the C1111111erlnnd Moun
tains our rnte of traveling will be ·very 
rl1fferent." 

lt was known that Deas had just crossed the 
Tennessee River at Kelleys Fetty. But where 
were the other two crossings? Could he have 
followed the route taken by other detachments to 
the mouth of the Hiwassee River, crossing at 
Bly the' s Ferry, or had he followed a road on the 



west side of the Tennessee River to Chattanooga, 
a route that the 11th detachment under Richasd 
Taylor would re-h·ai1sverse in November? 

The 1992 mapping ... supplement shows 
Kelley's Ferry as the first crossing of, the 
Tennessee River by the Bell/ Deas detachment in 
October. 1 believed thal the best evidence for 
establishing the mute taken by tli.1s dejachment 
would be the ,;Journal of Occurrences" kept by 
Lieutenant Deas during the h·ip. He reJere.nces 
the journal in a subsequent letter and a der.uled 
description is given by T. Harley CTawford, then 
commissioner of Indian aJfai.rs. 

In the lengthy debate over the validity of the 
additional cla~ submitted by John Ross, a 
challenge to those claims was prepared by T. 
Harley Crawford. This letter was dated August 
8, 1840, and is included in Report 288, United 
States House of Representatives. "Removal of the 
Cherokees," 27th Congress, 3rd Session. On page 
22, Crawford reports: 

The distance, upon exmmnntion of the 
jo11rnnl transmitted by Lic11.tenant Dens, of 
the army of the United States, who was 
disbursing agent of the trenty partt; co11-
ducted by John A. Bell, appears to be, by 
the route they took, but 707 miles, wlzich 
they pe1for111ed -in 89 days, from the 11th 
October to 7th Jnn.uary, 1839, bot!, inclu
sive. They traveled very leisurely, making 
for one only 18 miles; for three days 15 
miles each; for five days respectively, 13 
mt?es; for one 14; for fifteen dnys, severally, 
12 miles; nnd for the residue of tire travel, 
various distances, nmning for 4 to 11 
miles. They were stationary, nnd s-pent 
eleven days crossing the several rivers in 
their way. 

Crawford encourages readers to examine the 
journal kept by Deas. Crawford obviously had it 
in his possession at the time his report was 
written in August 1840, but it has never been 
referenced in the literature since then. It appears 
that the correspondence and journals from Deas 
received by C.A. Harris, who was 
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unceremonionsly ousted as commissioner of 
lmLian affairs in November 1838, were promptly 
catalogued and those received after Crawford 
came to office were not The journal for the Bell 
detachment kept by Deas is nol in the National 
Archives. Or at least it is not in the civil or 
utilitary records or in special file 31 or with the 
Treasury records at Suit1and. It was the search of 
these records that led to the discovery of some 
additional letters by Deas and the payment 
vouchers. 

One letter by Deas to General Scott was 
written from opposite Ross Landing on Thursday 
at 9 A.M., October 18, 1838. Deas repmted: 

T7Le dny before yesterday m1d tile forenoon 
of yesterdny were consumed in tire Fen~J
ing .tlre Tennessee in an attempt to start tire 
pnrhJ-After crossing, I found 111any of the 
people unwilling to proceed in conseque11ce 
of the absence of the Conductor lvfr. John 
Bell . ... Unless Mr. Bell on lzis arrival 
shall be able to infuse a more rensonnble 
spirit i1Lto many of the Emigrants compos
ing this pnrti;, I nm entirely of the opinion 
thnt nothing but Force, will be able to make 
them consult their own interest nnd pro
ceed quietly upon the Route to the West.1 

Also, on October 18, Deas paid Samuel 
Hamill $50 "For the ferriage over the Tennessee 
River at Ross' Landing of a Party of 650 

1 Deas to General Scott 18 Oct. 1838. National 
Archives M-1475. The entire text is as follows: Tire tiny 

before yes/crdny rr11rl I/re fore110011 of yestcrrlny wue co11s1111rcd ill tire 
Fen·yi11g t/1e Te1111essce In nn afte,11pt t() star/ I/le. party. After 
crossing, I fo1111d many of tire people 1111willi11g lo proceed in 
cousrq11e11ce of f/,e absence of tire Co11rl11clor Mr. /0/111 Bell. ff is 
aslo1111di11g lo me, tlrnt Ire slrotdd bt> about, nt the /hue, of nil o//rers, 
t/1111 Iris pre~t•11ce is most rcquir~rl here, n11d I /Jave 110 hope of bei11g 
able lo proceed 1111/il /,e rejoins the Prwly. I ilrerefore 1l!rite flint yo11 
111ny k11mv tire cn11se of our delay 111 /Iris poi11t1 wldc/1, a/t/1011g/r 
cxtra111ely 1/11safr;faclory fo myself, I lrnve 110 mmns ofr1rvmti11g. 
U11l1'ss Mr. Bell 011 Iris 11rriv,1I slrnl/ l,c able to i11f11sc a 111.or,• 
renso,wble spiril i11to ma11y of 1/,c E111igm11/s co111posillg this pnrhJ, I 
a111 c11ffre/y of the opi11io11 1/rnl 11otlri11g but Force, will be nble lo mnk·e 
tlrem co11s11lt f/1eir own interest n11rl 11rocced q11ielly 11po11 the Roule 
to 1/rr 11\fl'sl. I h!ll'I' Wago11s, & Tc11111s 1111rl Agt·nls, lyl11g lrerc nt /11is 

li111c 11/ 11 /1cnvy CXJ'CIISC /11 irl/rncss, willrout t/,e shnrlow of 11 good 
cxcust: for tire delay, 11t tire same time Wm;ti11g 1/,e very best season for 
c111igmlio11. Slroulrl ii l1ccomc 11rccss11r11 I will fortlrwit!, se11rl (rwt/rrr 
i1Ltelligc11cc upon t/,is poi11t, 



Cherokees together with the wagons Teams 
Saddle Horses &c and also the Agents 
accompanying them." John Bell must have 
rejoined the party not long after the letter was 
written at 9 a.m., because'on the same day Deas 
reported another ferry crossing of the Tennessee 
River in Hamilton County, Tennessee. This time 
$50 was paid to William Hixon who received 
payment on October 19. > 

In addition to the ferry crossings, Deas also 
bought corn and fodder in the axea. On October 
17, at Ross' s Landing, Deas paid Samuel Hamill 
$112 for 112 bushels of corn and $24 for 64 dozen 
bundles of fodder at 37.5 cents each. Also at 
Ross' s Landing on the seventeenth, Deas 
purchased from William Hixon 80 bushels of 
com for $60, and on the eighteenth he bought 
from James Smith six barrels of flour at $8 each 
for $48. On October 18, he paid H.R. Simmerman 
$50.25 for 67 bushels of corn and $18.20 for 910 
bundles of fodder. 

Scott interpreted Deas' s letter of the 
eighteenth as a plea for military assistance and · 
responded by ordering a detachment of the 3rd 
Artillery stationed at Missionary Hill to pursue 
the Treaty Party emigrants. When Deas learned 
of the actions, he wrote a quick note from his 
encampment at Kelley's Ferry on October 21, to 
the commander of the detachment: 

The object of this is to inform you tlzat the 
presence of a guard is not and I hope will 
not be required witlz tlze pnrh; of Cherokee 
emigrants under my chntge . ... I there
fore have to request of you not to overtake 
this party of emigrants as the presence of 
troops in the same camp mny produce 
mucl1 dissatisfaction amongst t!te People & 
seriously injuring the interests of the c111i

gration. '' 

Lt. Col. William Gates, commander of the 3rd 
Artillery, reported the following day that the 
detachment was 12 miles on their way from 
Ross' s Landing when they received the message 
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from Deas and returned to base camp without 
overtaking the Tnctians. 

On the journey west, Deas wrote to C.A. 
Harris from near Winchester, Tennessee, on 
October 27; two miles west of Pulaski, on 
NovemQ~r 3, 1838; and just west of Memphis on 
November 24. In the first letter, he reported: 

1 left the vicinihJ of the Cherokee Agency 
on the 11th instant in charge of this party 
but up to this time our progress has been 
necessarily slow, iu consequence of the 
obstructions in tlze roads over which we 
have passed. 

In the letter written west of Pulaski, Deas 
reported: 

... we have pursued the direct road tlzro' 
Fayetville (sic) and Pulaski leading to 
Memphis part of wliiclz we found very 
rough, but our rate of traveling lzas aver
aged between 10 & 12 miles n dny. Noth
ing of much importance has taken place 
since I last wrote. Some of tlte Indians have 
lost a number of oxen from eating poison
ous weeds, but tJie progress of the party 
was intemJpted on that account. Tlze 
people are generally healthy, and every
thing relative to m1r movements is at pres
ent going on well." 

Near Memphis, Deas wrote on November 24: 

17ie Party of Cherokees Emigrating under 
my Superintendence, has just finished tire 
crossing of the Mississippi, and we shall 
set out again tomorrow morning in the 
direction of Little Rock. 

Nothing of pnrtirnlar importn1Lce has 
occurred worthy of being mentioned since 
I last had the honor to address you upon 
tl,is subject, on the 3rd instant. 

Every thing relating to our progress has 
go11e Oil well since tlrnt time, excepting 
some delay in the crossing of tlze River at 
this place, caused by the breaking of the 
Steam Ferry Boat. 



Ycsterrfny T shipped up the Arkansas Rfoer 
n considemble quantity of the Baggage, 
Pot.ware &c. &c, 011 very low terms, which 
T t-/zink will result inn good den/ of saving 
i11 time n11d expense. ... 

As early as October 22, while still in east 
Tennessee, Deas expressed co1:1cern about the 
route west of the Mississippi. Writmg to General 

:, 
Scott, he stated: 

I 1Im1e concluded tlznt we lznd better pursue 
the Route by Me111pl1is, provided the people 
tlzem.selves are willing to;-do so. The latter 
nrust /Je 111ore tlzan 150 miles shorter, than 
the Route thro' Missouri, and tlte cost thus 
saved, would far more than pay the extm 
expense ef running round the Mississippi 
Swamp by water, to North-Row on White 
River, should tl1e rand thro' tlle Swamp, be 
found in a bad state for wagons, upon our 
arrival at Me111pltis, wl1icl1 T can smrcely 
believe will be the case. 

In other words, Deas proposed to move the 
detachment down the Mississippi River from 
Memphis to the White River cut-off and then -
presumably overland alo11g the Arkansas River 
to the Indian Territory. Deas had made the 
journey west with two other detachments by 
water earlier in the year and was familiar with 
the ten-ain. 

At Memphis, however/ he happily reported: 

I /rear agreeably to tl1e expectation which I 
entertained that the roads west of this 
through tire Mississippi & White River 
Bottoms are in ven; good order for the 
present season, and I tl1erefore hope we 
shall be able to proceed on our journey with 
as much rapidit,; as we have !zither been 
able to travel; and unless great changes 
would tnke place we shall have even; cause 
to congrn.tulnte ourselves on having taken 
tile lower Route, for the reasons which I 
linve mentioned in a former com.nwnica
tion. 

From Edward Deas' s vouchers, it is possible 
to determine that the detachment traveled a route 
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which approximates the alignment of present day 
highway 64 through middle and west Tennessee. 
They were at the head of Battle Creek on October 
23-24, on the Cumberland Mountain on October 
25. They reached Savannah, Tennessee, on 
November 10, where they crossed the Tennessee 
River on the eleventh and twelfth, where they 
paid Alex F. Robjnson for the ferry crossing. 
They als0 paid James Graham for corn and 
fodder, the only significance of this fact being 
that Graham's house is still standing today. On 
November 16, they were in Bolivar and paid tolls 
for bridge o·ossings of the Hatchee River and 
adjacent swamps. By the nineteenth they had 
reached Cypress Creek. On the twentieth and 
twenty-first, they were near Raleigh, Tennessee✓ 
whete they paid Adam Alexander and William 
Woodson for supplies. These vouchers suggest a 
departure from the present alignment of 
Highway 64 and a more direct western path 
along present day state Highway 15 reaching the 
Tiver just north of the present I-40 bridge. 

In eastern Arkansas, the vouchern provide 
few landmarks and we assume they were on a 

road that approximates present U.S. Highway 70 
when they paid for a ferry crossing of Black Fish 
Lake on November 29. They crossed the White 
River at the mouth of Cache Creek at present day 
Oarendon on December 8 and 9, according to 
Deas' s vouchers. This is a route farther south 
than previously believed. A more likely scenario 
than that shown on Maps 226 and 227 in the 
supplement would be following present-day 
state Highway 302 from Highway 70 to 
Clarendon. They reached Pulaski County by 
December 12, and Little Rock by December 14 
where they stayed until the seventeenth. They 
arrived at Cadron on the twenty-first and paid 
for f erriage across Point Remove Creek on 
Christmas Day. They were at Hmsehead Creek 
on December 31 and reached Frog Bayou on 
January 5. Turning norlh, the pa1·ty disbanded 
near Vinyard Post Office, present day Evansville, 
Arkansas, on January 7, 1839, and succeeded as 



Deas had hoped of avoiding any encounters with 
Ross Party detachments enroute. 

They did not trnvel in the Indian Territory as 
shown on maps 243-247 in the map supplement. 

' 
Another possible instance where the mapping 

of the Bell detachment route is probably incorrect 
is map 237. A section on map 23? shows the trail 
very close to the banks of the Arkctnsas River 
near London, Arkansas. To have followed this 
route, the detachment would have had to fotd 
numerous parallel creeks near their mouths. 

I believe a more logical route would be the 
ridge road away from the river which, prior to 
the creation of Lake Dardanelle in this century, 
would have ,crossed near the confluence of Big 
and Little Piney Creek. 

An 1824 map, which I found at the 
Huntington Free Library in New York in 1992, 
shows the Indian n·ace through the present-day 
Arkansas counties of Conway, Pope, Johnson and 
Franklin. This map seems to support a more 
northerly possibility. 

This map shows a road some distance from 
the banks of the Arkansas with perpendicular 
crossings of the creeks on which the Arkansas 
Cherokees lived in the 1820s, with Dwight 
Mission located on the road. The lrnce crosses Big 
and Little Piney Creeks near their confluence. I 
believe the Indian trace is close to the line T have 
marked on map 237_ I£ this is the route the 
detachment followed, they would have been on 
the ridges and would have forded fewer creeks 
and probably encountered better road conditons 
away from the marsh conditions of the 
bottomland. 

If this supposition is correct, then the Dwight 
Mission site in Arkansas could be added to the 
list of historic sites along the trail. 

In 1834, Lt. John Whipple Hanis conducted a 
party of Cherokees through the same area. 
Although he does not mention rhe Dwight 
Mission - which by that date had been moved to 
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the Indian Territory - he does give distances 
between creeks and some descriptive information 
about the terrain. Harris reported the following: 

April 28, 1834 

. , . crossed the ferry at Elk's on Pt, Re
move & encnmped 1 mile on the other side. 

April 29, 1834 

On this date Lieutenant Harris contemplates 
three possible routes: the military road on the 
south side of the river, and the lower and upper 
routes on the north side of the river. He quickly 
rules out the military road and then states: 

.. . on the lower route on this side of tlte 
river, I encounter, at Illinois [Bayo11], bad 
passes, & at the nlinois femJ & at Allens 
Mills are two extremely bad passes, & this 
is tlie longest route. The upper road & new 
cut make, it is said, as direct n route as the 
militan; road. 1t will expose me to no de
lays, & of femjing, there are good fords 
across lite lllinois & the Piney, & though 
the new cat is nothing more titan a blazed 
way through tlze woods - -not a wagon 
track visible - ven; rough nnd here and 
there bogg,J, it will slzorten. our distance, 
including tlze delays of fen·iage, a day's 
journey; & will carry us through one or 
two fiourisl1ing settlements where I rlln 
sure of obtaining corn & bacon. 

The detachment trnveled 14 miles on April 
29, The first three miles U1orough Pt. Remove 
bottoms were difficult. 

April 30, 1834 

Lieutenant Harris reported: 

Saw party off at¼ 8 AM, nnd conducted it 
by the 11ew cut to Williamson's ford on 
Mn11ors Bnyo11 - 8 miles. A good iieal of 
stalling in. boggy places . ... Some diffirnl-
ties i11 fordi11g Manors, ... E11ca111ped . .. 
at a /?rmzcli a11d good range 3 miles beyond 
tlie bnyo11. Distance traveled by Co111pn11y 
11 miles. 



May 1, 1834 

ToDk llJ1 line of March 7 % AM. New rn t 
1,ery rough &occnsionnlly ·uery boggy - '! 
good deal of stnlli11g. E11cn111ped nf n 
lmmcl, mz new.mt . .. Mnde 9 llliles torfny. 

May 2, 1S34 :, 

... teaclzed Parks lle(l.r Piney 10 AM. 
Encamped nt 4w/Beyonri P's 011 t/Jc ridge. 
Tolerable mnge & good 11iate1·. Dist. 11wrfe 
todny 8 111iles. 

May 3, 1834, 

Stnrt at 7 ½AM.Rench Lee's on Spndney 
4 1n . ... Continued on. our way & en
camped, at good range & water, 7 miles 
beyoHd Spadney nt 5½ PM. Raining vio
lently. Dist. today 11 miles, the last seve11 
were good level rand. 

May 4, 1834 

At 9½ reached HorseJiend ford ... Pushed 
on and enrnmped 7 miles beyond Horse
hend at tolerable water and good mnge. 
Road today 1_1ery good & level. Dist. 12 
11liles. 

May 5, 1834 

Reached White Oak - 8 miles. Stopped 
two hours to gmze and rest. E11cnmped 6 
m. beyond "White Oak. Roads good ... 

May 6, 1834 

... reached Lasster 7 111 . ... Crossed the 
Big and Little Mulbem; at pretty good 
fords & encamped 4 m. from L's. Road 
tolernbly goorf for the country. Distance 
today 11 miles. 

M11y 7, 1834 

Camped 4 m. beyond Frog Bayou at Han
cock's. 11TI1.e compnny wnde 15 miles to
dny. . The roads fork lzere, one is the 

llpper Wnshi11gto11 route, the 111ost direct to 
the Flint Settle/1/eJit, tl1e otl1er the old tmce 
striking i1Ito the Mili tnry Road 7 2 or 13 
mih:s from here wliic!, is our way to the 
Agency. 

(Hm1cock's was 6½ miles fmm tlte l11dimz 
TerfYtory.) 

Altho~gh Lt. Edward Deas was the most 
meticulou!;i of the military conductors in record
keeping, nothing written by him in regard to the 
daily activities of this detachrnent to the 
Commissioner 0£ Indian Affairs after November 
24 or after C.A. Harris left office have survived in 
the public record. 

Water Route 

Four detaclunents lrnveled by the water route 
du.ting the period of forced removal, 1838-39. 
Three of these traveled under military escort 
departing in June 1838, the fourth was comprised 

_ primarily of aged and infirmed from families in 
other Ross. detachments. 
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The first detachment under Lt. Edward Deas 
departed on June 6, 1838, made the lTip in only 
fourteen days, and had no deaths in route. The 
group equaled a speed record for the journey set 
by a detachment led by John S. Young in March 
1837. In sharp conh·ast, the parties Jed by Captain 
Drane and Lieutenant Whiteley had numerous 
deaths. Drane reported 146 and Whiteley 
reported 70.2. Both took considerably longer to 
make the journey. Whiteley left six days after 
Deas on June 12, and artived at his destination in 
the Flint district on August 5, almost two months 
after Deas reached Fa.rt Coffee. The detachment 
under Captain Drane left Ross' s Landing on June 
17, arrived at Webber's Plantation in the Indian 

20. Robert Hodsden, a contact physic.ian with 
lhe Whitley detachment, reported IJ1a.t either 73 or 74 of 
the 875 who departed Ross's Landing died during the 
trip. I lis jmimal, Medical Report of Dr. Robert Hodsden, is at 
lhe Five Civilized Tribes Museum, Muskogee, Oklahoma. 



Territory on September 4, ai1d turned over the 
detachment to an officer from Fort Gibson on 
September 7, 1838. 

Bolh of the latter detachments were stranded 
' by low water just below Lewisburg, Ar:1-iansas, 

and forced to h·avel overland the remainder of 
the journey during the peak of the summer. 

A Journal of Occmrences for the aetachment 
conducted by Lieutenant Deas - which left in 
J unc 1838 has smvived in the N__ational 
Archives. This document along with the jomnal 
kept with Lt. R.H.K. Whiteley, the reportfiled by 
Capt. G.S. Drane, and the vouchers they 
submitted, cleady indicates that the water mute 
as defined in the mapping supplement is overly 
simplified. The closest any of the three groups 
that left Ross' s Landing in June 1838 came to the 
water route as shown was the first detachment 
conducted by Lt. Edward Deas. Deas and his 
detachment of just under 600 prisoners with 23 
armed guards set out from Ross' s Landing about 
11 AM. on June 6, on board the steamboat George 
Guess with six flat boats lashed to its sides. They. 
reached Decatur, Alabama, early on the morning 
of June 9. They were detained there until the 
evening of the 10th waiting for transportation by 
rail to Tuscumbia. 

Of the groups taking the water route, the 
following changes to the maps should be made. 
First the railroad portion of the trip between 
Tuscumbia and Decatur, Alabama, should be 
shown for the Deas and Whiteley detachments. 
Second, the 200-mile overland route for the 
Drane detachment between Chattanooga and 
Waterloo should be shown. The White River cut
off at the mouth 0£ the Arkansas should be 
indicated for all detachments h·aveling by river. 
The overland routes from Lewisburg, Arkansas 1 

to the Flint distrjct, and to Fort Coffee for the 
Drane detachment, should also be indicated. 

As previously stated, the parties led by 
Captain Drane and Lieutenant Whiteley had 
numerous deaths while Deas reported none. Both 
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the Drane and Whiteley detachments were 
sh·ai.1.ded by low water just below Lewisburg, 
Arkansas, and forced to b·avel overland in hot, 
dry, dusty conditions. Both detachments suffered 
from excessive sickness. Indeed, Whiteley had to 
halt the detachment because more than half the 
member!; were sick. 

The Whiteley detachment departed Ross' s 
Landing one week.after Lieutenant Deas' s party. 
Camping at Brown's Ferry for two days while 
their numbers were augmented by other 
Cherokee prisoners from Georgia and Alabama, 
Whiteley wrote on June 16: 

The detachment lefl Brow/l's Ferry at 10 
A.M. in eight flnt bonts, these boats were 
started by 1 pair well secured together, and 
floated rapidly through tl1e si1ck, pot, skil
let, and pan, all places of dangerous navi
gation. The steaml7oat George Guess 
employed to tow the fiats to Decatur 
brought down a part of tlte detadmzent. 
Tiie parhJ encamped at Kelly's Ferry on the 
Tennessee River at 4 P.M. [20 miles] 

The detachment b·aveled by boat, by rail, and 
by wagon. One of the deaths in this detachment 
resulted fro:m a railroad accident in Alabama. 3 

Twenty-five people deserted the party between 
Ross' s Landing and Decatur, Alabama. At 
Waterloo, Alabama, on June 29, Whiteley 
reported that another 118 escaped. In Arkansas, 
before entering the Indian Territory, Whiteley 
reported that another 65 abandoned the 
detachment. Of the 975 who began the trip, only 
602 were present upon ai-rival in the Flint 
settlement. 

The third detachment of Georgia Cherokees 
left Ross's Landing on June 17 in wagons and on 

3Tn a spoilation claim filed in the Flint DislTict in 
1842, Ailsey noted that her brother Tsitaga (or "Chicken'') 
was killed by a railroad car on the journey west. With no 
other similar incidents reported, it is assumed that 
Tsitaga was the individual referenced by Whiteley. 



foot in route for Waterloo, Alabama.~ They 
crossed the Tennessee River at Ross's Landing, 
then at Brown's Ferry about ten miles 
downstream and .at Kelly's Ferry near Jasper, 
Tem1essee. They followed the satne route as the 
Bell/Deas detachment would later take to a point 
about 10 miles west of Jasper. There, the Bell 
detachment went north on what is now U.S. 
Highway 64 and the Drane detachment1ollowed 
an alignment close to present-day Highway 72 
crossing Battle Creek on June 22 (see map 2~4). 

They paid George Rice $5;2.08¼ for ferrying 
36 wagons across Battle Creek at 50 cents each, 
one ox cart at 25 cents, 1,009 Indians at three 
cents per head, 37 i1orses belonging to Cherokees 
& Agents at ,6% cents each, and 10 agents 
accompanying the detachment at 12½ cents 
each.5 It appears from the expense report 
submitted by wagon master J.C.G. Hood that the 
detachment followed the main road from 
Chattanooga to Florence on an alignment 
approximating present day U.S. Highway 72. 
Hood gave the following locations and dates on 
·his expense report: 6 

Ross' s Lnnding 
Brown's 
Kelley's 
Near Jasper 
Long's 
Near Bolivar 
Bellefonte 
nt Camp 
Woodville 

June 17th 
18 & 19 

20 
21 
22 
23 
25 

26 &27 
28 

4 Louisville Public Advertiser, August 24, 1838, 
page 2, cols. 2 and 3. 

7fhis bill was to George- D. Rice and included for 
ferriage 36 wagons -across Battle Creek at 50 cents each -
$18; for ferrying 1 cart at 25 cents; for ferrying 1,009 
Tnclians at 3 cents per head, $30.27; for ferrying 37 horses 
at 6 ¼ cents each, $2.31¼; for ferrying 10 agents at 121/i 
cents each, $1,25; for a total of $52.08¼. The financial 
records of Capt. G.S. Drane a.re at the Federnl Records 
Center in Suitland, Maryland. 

6 Financial Records of G.S. Drane, National 
Archives, Federal Records Center, Suitland Maryland. 
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Flint River 
Near Huntsville 
Big Spring 
Near Athens 
Shoal Creek 
Near Florence 
Wnte1-loo 

·I 

Taylor's Detachment 

29 &30 
July 1 

2 
4 

5&6 
7 

10-14 

The eleventh detachment under Capt. 
Richard Taylor, a Cherokee conductor, also 
began its journey west from Chattanooga. This 
detachment was comprised primarily of 
members of the Brainerd Church. Map 143 in the 
supplement shows a crossing of the Tennessee 
River at Ross' s Landing. However, after a 
thorough review of the description left by Daniel 
Butrick of the crossing and mid-nineteenth
century maps, I believe they probably crossed the 
Tennessee River near Cherokee camps at 
Caldwell's ford. Butrick, who accompanied this 
detachment, wrote on Thursday November 1, 
1838: 

About 9 O'clock, we started with the de
tachm.en t to cross the river, to go this week 
to the foot of Walden's ridge, 10 1niles. we 
were among the first who crossed. 

One waggon with five horses, came within 
a hairs breadth, almost, of sinking, the 
water coming within about an inch of the 
top of tlze gunnels at one comer. 

After ctossing the river, our road ran on a 
side hill, and was scarcely wide enough for 
a waggon to pass. 771.e road formerly ran at 
the foot of the hill, but tlze man who owned 
the land turned it on the side. 77z.e court 
would not for some time acce71t the road. 
77ie fonuard waggons stopped, and as Mt. 
T(ly/or was behind, I went about half (I mile 
to see the owner of tlze land to obtain per
mission to go through his field. T11e corn 
was picked nnd thrown in heaps, & as we 
l,nd no loose horses, no dm11nge could be 
apprehended. Yet 1 told the man, 1f he 
wonld allow us to drive our waggons 



through, we would pal) all damages, and lie 
himself might be the judge, but he would 
not allow the fence to be taken down. He 
said the road, in tlze nanmuest place, was 
eight feet wide, tl10ug!_1 by actual measure
ment, it was but 5½ feet, of ffrm groiqzd. 
He swore we should not pass through lzis 
field, & of course we were obliged to keep 
the road. 

One loaded waggon ran off, but was 
caught, & prapped up, till unloaded, & 
then got onto the road: another tunied over 
entirely, though nothing was ·broken. At 
length, all the waggolls which had crossed 
the river, got over this dangerous place and 
camped, having about a quarter of a mile to 
go for 1_uater. 

First, it is unlikely the water was shallow 
enough at Ross' s Landing to permit fording as 
described by Buhick. There is no indication that 
the ferries at that time operated less than twelve 
months a year. Second, his description of a road 
diverted to a hillside, beside a com field, with the 
owner's house a half mile away will fit anything. 
on the north side of Ross' s Landing. It does 
appear to match the area north of Caldwell's ford 
as shown on a Civil War map, which shows the 
only house in the area belonging to Mr. Caldwell 
located about a half mile &om where the road 
reaches the hillside. Map 143 should be. 
eliminated from the supplement with the starting 
point shown at the Oierokee camps four miles 
upstream from Ross' s Landing. 

Conclusion 

We have learned much about the actual 
routes of the Cherokee remova) since the 
National Park Serivce published its first map in 
1986, showing a 50-mile corridor from North 
Carolina to Oklal1oma through which it was 
believed the trail passed. In Arkansas, the 
corridor was shown running east--west through 
the middle of the state, missing for the most part 
the actual routes taken by the Ross detachments 
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to the north and the Bell detachment to the south. 
We have also learned a lot about the routes since 
the mapping supplement was published in 1992. 
With continued rese,uch and investigation, it 
may be possible to piece together sufficient 
information to permit an acceptable 
understanding of the routes followed by all the 
detachments of emigrating Cherokees during the 
forced removal. 
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Thomas YaJwlrz , 
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Gale Thrower 

Good morning. Speaking of languages, as we 
progress through this presentation yall will see 
that I speak, Southern. So, you can laugh and 
snicker because I am sort of used to it. I will 
forgive you. 

When I started working on my presentation 
for today, I started thinking about all the things 
to say and areas to cover ,md I finally realized 
that trying to cover all that I have leaxned and 
had the opportunity to study is like trying to fit_ 
ten pounds of flour in a five-pound sack; it just 
goes everywhe1·e. So finally, I have come up with 
these thoughts fox you. 

Almost everyone thinks of the destination of 
the Indians on the Trail of Tears and the events 
that happened along the way. However, every 
journey has a starting point. 

My topic for today is the CJ·eek Indian 
Removal and the lasting consequences of this 
tragic government proxy to the Creek Indians 
who did not leave Alabama. Remaining in 
Alabama did not make the Indians any more 
Indian, but it did not make them any less Indian 
either. Some people think that if the Indians 
didn't remove to the west they must not be 
Indians. Even the federal government had this 
idea. 

This is the response we got several times, 
"There aren't any Indians west of the Mississippi; 
we removed them all." 
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It wasn't until we were working on our 
federal recognition that we saw how really 
stubborn they were about that theory. But if you 
will stop and think for a minute, all of the b:ibes 
we have discussed today still have a tribe located 
east of the Mississippi. Now despite the policy of 
removal of the Creek Indians to Indian Territory, 
there were a small number of Creeks that 
remained in Alabama. This is the ancestry of the 
Poarch Creek Indians. 

The Poarch Creek Indians descended from 
the upper Creeks and the majority of the upper 
Creeks went west. Our tribe is located in 
Escambia County in Alabama and we ate near 
the little town of Atmore, Alabama. Well, nobody 
knows where Atmore, Alabama, is. We are 55 
miles from Mobile or Pensacola, right on the 
Alabama/Florida line. 

Escambia County was created by an act of the 
Alabama Iegjslature in 1868. There were six 
major river systems in the Creek Nation, and the 
Creeks farmed these flood plains in the fields 
near these rivers. They also built and operated 
the ferries that crossed the deep and wide rivers 
in this area, and we' re talking about the Rebel 
Road that was going to Mobile. 

Now the fast federal road was actually the 
Indian path through the Indian Territory. The 
Indians, by treaty agreement, had agreed to 
provide the necessary services for the Whites as 
they h·aveled through Indian Territory and over 
the federal road. Our ancestors were these people 
who were providing these services, including 



inns that were safe places to spend the night. 
Lym1 Magee and John Rowan we1·e interpreters 
and guides when they were needed. 

William Gibson and his son herded up the 
'-

range cattle and sold them to the Spanish. Seyeral 
ferries were operated by the Poarch Creek Jndian 
ancestors. The ferry on the Alabama River, the 
Mimms Ferry; the Holtinger Ferry; ,on the 
Tombigbee; John Rutherford's fe'rry was at 
Oay boume; there were the Colbert and Sizemore 
ferries. Even the wives and daughters of these 
men were excellent swimmers and retry maids. 
There are several heroic incidences where these 
women did daring and heroic things, saving 
many people's lives. One of these women even 
received a special grant of land for her heroic 
action. 

To help you comprehend our situation then, 
with the Poarch Creek ancestors, I like to think 
about the recent government shutdown,, and 
several times we've heard these words come up, 
and it's disgusting. It's called "essential 
personnel" for the government. So that's the -
reason that the Poarch Creek Indian ancestors 
did not have to remove. We were providing an 
"essential service" for the government in that 
area. They had to hire somebody to show them 
where to go, how to cross the ferry, and where to 
stay, you know? 

Isn't it sh·ange that, even as much time as has 
passed, our government has not changed too 
much. 

Our ancestors were not forced to go, and they 
didn't choose to go, and so that's why my home 
is in the South in Alabama. 

Now, according to Brewer, who was an 
Alabama historian, and the census records, 43 of 
the 98 Indians living in Alabama in 1870 were 
located in Escambia County. Now how would 
this society react when its population decreases 
so drastically in a very short time? Before the 
removal, there were over 23,500 Creeks in 
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Alabama. In 1870, they recorded only 98. Now 
that's drastic. 

This changed the situation of the leadership, 
the military protection; it brought about social, 
political and economic change. It even a·eated 
changes Ill the patterns of w,arriage and descent. 
Now in a society such as the Creeks, the people 
did not keep written records. And so, we have to 
comprehend just how much history, art, rituals 
and knowledge were lost forever because of the 
re1noval. 

The loss of tribal elders in death and removal 
was one of the most devastating things that 
happened to the Creeks who remained in 
Alabama. To help you comprehend this loss, 
allow me to use these examples. The loss of tribal 
elders was not just sad, it was devastating. The 
Creeks didn't read or write, and tribal 
know ledge, customs, and wisdom were passed 
down from generation to generation by the tribal 
elders. That meant that, with the removal, their 
wisdom and knowledge were gone forever. 

For a few minutes, pretend that all the 
historical, refeTence books, research Teference, 
were all lost or destroyed in the United States 
except for 43 books. We could read and study 
and apply the information in those 43 books, but 
we would have limited information. We are 
talking about43 people in this area. 

Or better still, you have a wonderful 
computer system but you don't have the 
necessary disk with which to call up the 
necessary information that you need. You 
couldn't call up the elder on the telephone, or 
write him a letter, m go see him in person. It was 
gone. And only the people who were left behind 
had a fraction of this knowledge. 

Also, you have the loss of military power and 
security when the Creeks left Alabama. It left 
them vulnerable to the oppression of the Whites. 
Two few in m1mbers, they could not seek their 
own revenge. There is always strength in. 
numbers, unity, and political organization, and 



steps the government took to discourage the 
Indians and insist that they move was lo close the 
Indian agency at Fort Mitchell. This was done to 
make it very iliconvenient for tl~c Creeks to have 
a place to complain and it was intended to 
persuade us to move. We sWl don't have a Creek 
agency in our area. The Creeks were skilled 
hw1ters and fishermen and their most important 
animal for food consumption was the deer. The 
deer not only provided meat and food, but it also 
provided the trade item for the Wl1ite people. 
The Indian land was shrinking fast and the dce1· 
and other animals were growing scarce. With the 
destruction of the large deer herds and the loss of 
their hunting ground, the Creeks experienced a 
severe economic depression. One of the other 
things that the govenuncnt came up with is this 
treaty - it was an idea or agi·eement that they 
would educate a few Indians in their military 
schools. 

This has some interesting twists and some 
problems associated with it. I'll give you two 
examples. The first was Capt. Hickson Bailey, 
who was educated by the U.S. government in 
Philadelphia. Now he was assigned to Fort 
Mimms and he was in charge of the whole 
militia. Now, opening day of the attack of Fort 
Mimms, he and the other officers and Major 
Beasley, they were sitting around and they were 
eating and drinking inside the fort. They knew 
from reports that there were hostile Indians in 
the territory and that they were going to attack a 
fort. Now here is your commander in chief and 
your other officers and they are sitting around 
inside the fort with the east gate wide open. 
When the attack occurred, they could not even 
begin to close the gate because the sand had 
washed down where the gate was open and 
when they went to close it, it wouldn} budge. 
History records that about five other people died 
that day. 

The other person involved in this education 
policy was David Maniac, the first Indian in 
Alabama to graduate from the West Point 

Military Academy. Now there was a slight 
problem with this government policy. David 
Maniac, an Indian, couldn't rend or write <1nd they 

sent him off to school. 

When he graduated, he graduated the last in 
his class. Il was pretty good for someone who 
couldn't read or write when they got there. At 
least he graduated! He came home from school, 
married, and became a cotton farmer and when 
the Seminole War in 1836 broke out, he was 
called into the military. He was sent down to 
fight Seminole Indians. He was killed at the 
Wahoose Swamp in 1837 by the Seminole Indians 
- the While man's way. It's been recorded that 
he waded out into the middle of an open stream, 
and they shot him. He should have remembered 
that Tndians, and especially Seminoles, had more 
sense than that. So much for the White man's 
military tactics. And l'm sure you've heard the 
old saying that" A little educa t:ion is a dangerous 
thing," and this may help to document that 

saying. 

We were involved in the land claims with the 
Indian Claims Commission, and this involved the 
Oklahoma Creeks, and the government would 
not recognize that the eastern Creeks were an 
Indian group. So we had to go to court, and after 
much litigation we were allowed-to share in the 
per capita payments. The decision.was that the 
original injury had been to the C1·eek Nation of 
1814, and the descendants of the nation who had 
remained east of the Mississippi had an interest 
in the claims equal~ to that of those moved to 
Oklahoma. 

Now, in dosing, J' d like to share two remarks 
with you that have been bits of wisdom. from 
some of our tribal elders. First is Clara, who 
always helped me. She said, "You can go and 
talk with these people, and answer their 
questions, and tell 'e!:11 what you want 'em to 

"D ' t U ' know," but she says, on t ever e em 
everything. Always keep the best f' y' self!" 



Indian people should always keep that in mind. 
Because every Indian that left Alabama, either by 
force or by choice, weakened the Creek Nation, 
and it encouraged the White people - both 
national and state - to try harder to remove 
them all. The Indians were helpless and they 
knew it. 

Now the Indians were helpless and they 
knew it. The Extension Law of 1827 was the 
beginning of the legislated persecution of the 
Creeks that remained. This policy of including 
the Indian land and its people within state legal 
jurisdiction was to make the entire Creek Nation 
in Alabama subject to the legislative whims of the 
State of Alabama. 

It was difficult for the Creeks in Alabama to 
know what laws were in effect, and it still is. The 
extension bill brought the Cherokees as well as 
the Creeks under the authority of Alabama law. 
You could only testify against an Indian. The 
extension bill prohibited all laws, customs of the 
Creeks and the Cherokees that violated the -
constitution and laws of the state of Alabama. 
The law forbade any Indians to meet in any 
council, assembly or convention to make any 
laws for the said tribe that were contrary to the 
laws and the constitution of the state. Even 
President Andrew Jackson would not help 
protect the Creeks. His opinion was, "if you don't 
want to live under the laws of Alabama, go 
west." 

Now as the Creeks in Alabama did not have 
any political rights during the Indian removal, 
the intrusion and encroachment of Whites 
increased at alarming rates. The Creeks had built 
flourishing farms and the White settlers wanted 
them so they just moved in and took them. There 
was the emotional humiliation of the problem ,. 
and their helplessness to do nothing. Homeless 
and hungry, many of them just simply scattered 
into the woods to live on whatever they could 
find. Some of the enterprising businessmen and 
merchants married the Indian women to qualify 
for some of the benefits that might be gi·anted by 
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treaty. Swindlers made up notes of unclaimed 
debts and things to get Indian farms and things 
because the Indians couldn't go to court to testify 
against them. 

Now the clan system was the legal and 
political foundation of the Creek society. It gave 
the Indians identityf social acceptance, and 
determined their relationship with other Creeks. 
Children were always members of their mother's 
clan. Before Indian removal, any Creek knew he 
was never far from relatives and could depend 
on them to protect and support him when 
necessary. We used to have an old saying, "If you 
fight one, you will have to fight the whole 
bunch." Now Alabama laws diminished the 
security of the clan community and 
responsibility. But the lndians axe still "clannish'' 
in their behavior even today, they stick together. 

The Creek society had already solved the 
problem of a quick and simple no-fault divorce. 
All it took was mutual agreement between the 
man and the woman. Now it has taken Alabama· 
law 160 years to figme this out. We already had 
it figured out, they come along and changed it 
and now we c:1re back where we started. 

Now it may s11tprise you that all Creeks in 
Alabama where not free to leave. In Alabama, 
many Creek heads of family had died of both 
sickness and hunger. And m1der Alabama law, a 
White man was appointed t9 administer these 
estates. He was allowed to keep about half of the 
property for himself. Now the White guardian 
would keep_ the Indians long enough to control or . 
sell their property and then he would leave them 
in poverty and at the mercy of the world. 

Now,.this was a new and confusing law for 
the Creek wofnen. Under Creek law, the women 
and children inherited property from their 
mother's side of the family, not the father's. And 
the women of the clan, they didn't need a White 
man to tell them how to manage their property. 
Even the Indian man knew better than to b:y to 
boss a woman in this manner. One of the other 



Now, when I first went to work with the 
Poarch Creek Indians, and we had to work with 
a lot of people in town and around, my mother, 
who is 74, she has told me this many times. She 
said, "The White people in town will pretend that 
they like you, they'll be nice and they'll be 
friendly most of the lime. But always remember, 
they don't really like Indians." _ 

> 
Well, I used to think that she was just 

thinking about how it used to be, and that, you 
know, maybe she's a little prejudiced. I-didn't 
really see it. But I did ,have one personal 
experience that sort of tickled my imagination 
and made me think that it ni.ight be so. One day 
I was working with someone on a project, and it 
wasn't going the way he felt it should. He 
became very angry, and finally he just let it out. 
He says, ''Well, I don't really like you anyway." 
And I thou,ght about what my mother had said, 
and I calmly looked at him, and I said, "That's 
OK. I can live with the fact that you don't like 
me." The sullen look on his face couldn't have 
been better if I'd have knocked him in the head 
with a stick. 

In closing, today the Indians and other 
Americans must fight their political battles with 
pen and paper. For legislation and government 
policy to protect and preserve historical sites 
such as the Trail of Tears, we must educate our 
American society so that such drnstic and 
inhumane events do not happen again. 

Now i.f you feel secure and safe from 
American politicsr beware. History has been 
known to repeat itself. Thank you. 

Thomas Yahola 

Good morning! I am happy to be here. Chief 
Perry Beaver asked me to be here to represent 
him and our tribe in this Trail of Tears event. He 
said to tell the people about om b·ibe and what 
our people endured over the Trail of Tears. 
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I'm proud to be here to represent my h·ibe, 
and at every opportunity I like to enlighten the 
public about the Muskogee Nation. The reason 
that I say Muskogee, is that, when we were 
discovered by the English, they called us Creeks 
because that's where our tribes were located -
on creeks and rivers. As a result, we were known 
as Creeks. But the b-acUtional people backl1ome· 
want to be known as the Muskogee people, and 
so I say Muskogee, because that's what the elders 
have asked me to say. Everywhere I go, we are 
Muskogee people. 

The Muskogee people are very religious 
people. Opothle. Yahola's picture we have here 
- it was mentioned that he was a prophet and 
medicine man and speaker and to our 
people, he was a very powerful individt.tal. Just 
as Moses in biblical times was 01:dained by the 
Creator, Opothle Yahola was ordained to the task 
that he had to do during his lifetime. 

As Moses led his people out of Egypt, our 
people were also led from the old lands to this 
area here. [So that the Torah people could 
worship their god, so the Creek people were led 
to a new land so that they could worship.] 

And all of the native people, which you call 
Native Americans, they were all religious people. 
They professed God's love, love for one another, 
and that is why we didn't have an immigration 
policy in 1492. Love for one another. And that's 
what the traditional people beUeve in. 

In the Muskogee nation today, we have a 
population of about 39,500. We have about 2,000 
full-bloods yet, and we have other full-bloods, 
but they have intermarried with Seminoles and 
Cherokees and some of them are bilingual, 
speaking the Muskogee language, English, and 
theil' own. 

We also have the Constitution of 1979, we 
have an executive branch, legislative branch, and 
judicial branch. As a sovereign nation, our nation 
is on the same level as the United States. Our 



principal chief is on the same level as President 
Clinton. 

We are a sovereign nation. The Muskogee 
Nation is also the leader of the five civilized 
tribes in retention of cultu1-e and h·adition. We 
have 66 h·aditional churd1es and 15 c;erernonial 
grounds that still yet exist. In ~e lands in the 
southeast, in the census, , there were 

> 
approximately 77 tribal towns, and in 1844 after 
the removal, there were 44. And during the 
removal, the Upper Towns numbered 14,142 and 
in the Lower Towns, 8,552. D-g...ring that time, the 
Muskogee Nation ceded 5,200,00 ao-es. That's 
what we gave up for lands now known as Indian 
Territory. 

I'm glad that Gail has elaborated some on the 
i-ernoval. I have a map here that show the two 
routes that our people chose. Here is where our 
people left from. There were two routes. In our 
nation, thei-e were approximately 20 separnte 
treaties and four additional agreements made 
between the Muskogee Nation and the U.S. 
government. And when the lands were ceded, 
there was always a solemn guarantee to the 
Muskogee people, that in order for ·any state or 
territory to have a right to pass laws for the 
government of such Indians, that they shall be 
allowed to govern themselves as may be 
compatible with the general jurisdiction with 
Congress. Also in those L.-ealies, there was al,so a 
special clause that we know, that as long as the 
sun shines on waters run, and the grass grows, 
that its peace will he in effect. 

On our map here, during the time of 
negotiation for the ceding of these lands, it split 
our nation into two groups: the Upper Towns 
and the Lower Towns. The Upper Towns were 
located in the northern areas of Alabama and 
Georgia, and the Lower Towns were in the 
southern part of Alabama and Georgia. And -it is 
not a "class" classification; it is just geographic. 
And Lhe Upper Towns Were the traditional 
tov.rns; they'l'e the ones that had the ceremonial 
grounds, kept up the cla,ss system, and so forth. 

The Lower Towns were the mixed-bloods, and 
that was mostly the Macintosh faction. That split 
continued through the removal. The Macintosh 
was a voluntary march, and the others were 
forced n~movals. 

• Today we have TV, CNN -- the TV that 
shows all the tragic things we have today. I wish 
that we could have had that then to see what 
tragedy our people ~ad. And I'm glad that the 
Cherokees were there last night, where they sang 
the songs that wete developed over the Trail for 
the Creatm to be with them through this 
hardship. Our people also created songs that 
they still sing today about that. And also, 
customs were developed. As you read, and as we 
talk about our people being removed, they were 
always forced to move - move, don't stop -
keep going. And along the way, babies wexe 
born, the elders died, and they only had time to 
put them to the side, cover them with brush, and 
go on. Sometimes they had on old tattered quilt 
or blanket that they would put over them, and 
today among the traditional people, when they 

- have a funeral, they have a new, hand-made quilt 
that they put over the casket. And when that 
casket is set in the vault, and before the lid is put 
on, that quilt is put over that casket. TI1at is in 

remembrance of our people that came over on 
the Trail of Teru:s. We never forget that, but 
maintain that h·adition. 

Om traditional churches sit up all night with 
the body. Tbey have their traditional songs, and 
preaching a11d so forth, because it is the custom 
among our people that you have to sit up a11 
night with the body. 

Also during the removal, the h·aditional 
towns, the Upper Towns, they can-ied their ashes 
from within the ceremonial grounds, and 
tra11sferred them to Indian Territory and there 
they were reestablished. So as I said, the 
Muskogee Nation is the leader in retaining its 
culture and tradition, and I myself am an active 
member within the ceremonial b:ibes. 
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I want to show you another map. This is our 
area of jurisdiction now. It is located in east
cenh·al Oklahoma. We have about eight districts. 
And when the Constitution of 1979 was adopted, 
they more-or-less adopted the counties in which 
they were located. But it wasn't clearly deffi-1ed in 
the constitution. The constitution only described 
the boundaries. As a result, the one in the lowei
left-hand corner, where it has Ticabtfagsee. That 
was formerly known as Hughes' Seniinole. 

And legislation was introduced when 1 was 
on the council, and I had thought about 
Tukvpvche because it is the mother town of all 
the Upper Towns. It's an important town, but 
today it doesn't function. It doesn't have a 
ceremonial ground or anything. The people don't 
even meet. So I thought about that. I thought, 
"lt' s a shame for that land not to be used 
anymore." So then I read the constih1tion, and I 
saw that maybe we could rename that dishict. 

First, I talked to the eldl'.!rs at Tukvpvche, and 
told them what I had in mind, and asked their 
penn.ission to use that name for renaming our
district, and they were all in agreement. I also 
met with the different cities within our disb·ict, 
made a presentation, a1,1d they were all for it. So 
it finally went through, and now Tukvpvche is 

the only named disb·ict. 

Also, I have listed there in the red - red 
dots represent the ceremonial grounds that are 
still active. So you can see that the only activities 
within the Upper Creek are the traditional 
people. And up in the north, you see three dots, 
one in Okmulgee, two in Creek, those -are the 
Ugee grounds ceremonial grounds that 
participate with us. So we all participate together. 

But you can see clearly that the southern 
portion of our nation is where all the h·adition 
still exists. 

l have a film that l want to show you. I'm 
glad that you have heard about the hardship on 
the Trail of Tears, but I also want to tell you 
about our nation today. I have excerpts of some 
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tapes that I have put together. Also, I want to 
show you one more map. 

l 11ave in blue the route that they took from 
the southeast. T also have a route in red, and that 
represents the route of the Upper Towns that 
wanted Jo not take part in the Civil War. They 
said, "This is a White mads war; we don't want 
any part of it. We know what has happened. in 
the past.'' So they took the route up to Kansas, 
and on the way they had skirmishes with 
Confederate forces, Ci-eek regiments fought them 
along the way. It was winter, they weren't 
properly clothed, and they just fled to Kansas. 
And many died along the way. 

There is an area of Kansas - Woodson 
County - and that is whei-e a lot of om people 
are buried. And since 1863-1864 when they came 
back,.no Creek/Muskogee delegation has ever 
been back except for three OT four years ago, our 
ceremonial ground went up to Kansas because 
they called us. And that was the first time that a 
Muskogee delegationhasretmned to there. They 
have accepted us with open arms, and as a result 
we worked, and now Kansas has recognized 
Opthola Yahola and his lifetime accomplishments 
were for the betterment of his people. He is 
bmied there, in an unknown grave. 

(film) 
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Introduction 

The recent meeting of the National Trail of 
Tears Association in Little Rock, Arkansas, 
provided an Q.pportunity for discussion of 
research ari.d commemoration of the Trail of 
Tears. By w'ay of introduction to this paper, 
about Native American emigrants to Arkansas in 
a different context than the Trail, here is one 
more addition to the Trail story. A local 
perspective from a h·aveler and sportsman who 
came to Arkansas 150 years ago to hunt and 
enjoy the woods, but who in his traveling 
encountered the Trail. 

Friedrich Gerstaecker was a middle-class 
German who wanted adventure, so in 1837 he 
left rus home and came to what he called ''the Far 
West:" Arkansas. In 1843 he retuJ.ned to Europe, 
but for most of his stay in the United States, he 
traveled Arkansas. T Hs account of his time here 
was first published in English in 1854 in a book 
LTa.nslated as "Wild Sports i11 the Far West" 
(Gerstaecker 1968). 

Gerstaecker writes about the Trail of Tears 
twice, both times provjding observations on the 
Water Route through the Arkansas River. First, 
on the night of 9 February, 1838, he camped on 
the cast side of the Arkansas River opposite Little 
Rock. He sc1id: 

An fodimz t-ribe /ind pitcl,ed their tc11ts 
close to the bauks of tlw ri1•er. A 111rn1ber of 
lnrge crnckli11g Jires1 for111ed of whole 
l:rwzks of dry fnlle11 trees, wltir:/1 lny nbou I 
in. nlnmrfnnce, offering good sliell'er ngninst 
lite wi11d; 011er the fires were kettles willt 
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large pieces of vemson, benr, sqwrrels, 
mrnons, opossullls, wild cats, nlld what
ever else the fortunes of the chnse hnd given 
tlte111. I-Jere young 111e11 were occupied 
securing lhe horses to some of the fallen 
trees, and SllpplyiHg llzem with fodder; 
there lny others, overcome by tl1e firewnter, 
singing their nntionnl songs with n 111own
ful and heavy to11gue. I stood for 11 long 
lime watching tl1e nnil/lnted scene. 

I\ tnll powerful lndian, decked out with 
glass hends a11d silver omm11e11ts, cn111e 
slnggering towards me, with nn e111phj 
bottle in !tis left hand nnrl n hnndsu111e rifle 
in his 11ghi, nnd holding them both to
wards me, gnve 111e to 1mderstnnd that fie 
would give me tl1e nfle 1f T wnuld fill IIis 
bottle. The deniers in spirit110Z1s liquors are 
subject to a heavy fi11e if tlrey sell any to 
soldiers, Indians, or Negroes. The poor 
/11din11s linve fallen so low, m1d beco111e so 
degmded by llze bnse speculntio11s of the 
pnle f11ces, tlt11t they will giz,e all tltey 111ost 
vnl11e, to procure tlie body muf soul de
s1.royiJLg spirits. 

Though I h11d but little money left, only 
twel?le cents, I declined the exclzmige; lze 
turned sorrowf11lly awny, probnbly to offer 
tlie mfom1tngt>o11s bnrgnin to s0111eo11c else, 
in which cnse T tho11glzt it best to indulge 
the poor savage, 1111d snve l1i111 his hn11rl
s0111e rifle; I took the l1ot/1e u11t of his hnlld, 
filled ii, mtrl gave it hack to lti111. On my 
ref1.Lsi11g to nccept his rifle, he lnid hold of 
111e, nnd rlrngged 111e nl1110sl forcibly to his 
fire, obliged me to drink with lrim, to s111oke 
oul of his pipe, mid eat n large slice of 
·vwisn11, wliilc l1is wife nnd t1Lrec cl1ildre11 



snt in t/Je te/Jt stnring wit/1 surprise nt the 
strn11gcr. 1--le tlie11 stood up, 1111d i11 his 
/1nm1011io11s ln11g11nge relnted a 1011g his
tory to 11,e n11d to some sons of t/1e forest 
111/to find nsse111bled rol.!111i 11s, nll(f ojwltic/1 
1 did 11ot 1111rferstn11d n word. At Inst ns t/1c 
noise l1ecn111e mmoying, r stole nwny qui~ 
etly to seek n bertltfor the night. 

Wlie11 l cn111e to tile Jerry ou the f6llowing 
111oming, tlte e11calllp/lle11t wns htoke11 up, 
nmi tl1e [11dim1s lznd e1J1b11rked 012 board 11 

steamer, w/1icl1 was to cnrry tlte111 ft11'{/1er 
west (Gerstnecker 1968:91-93).-

Gerstaecker unfortunately did not identify 
the group he saw. It might have been one of 
several. For . example, Major Ridge's party of 
around 460, under Dr. John S. Young, traveling 
on the Arkansas River, stayed overnight opposite 
Little Rock March 21, 1837, and trnnsferred to a 
lighter draft steamboat with two keelboats the 
next day (Wilkins 1968:305). A year later, 
Lieutenant Edward Deas' s party of 250 stopped 
at Little Rock April 11, 1838, and transferred to a 
lighter draft steamer and one keelboat (Wilkins· 
1963:326). Of course the John Ross party stopped 
in Little Rock in midwinter 1839, and it was on 
this occasion that Ross' wife Quati~ Ross, also 
known as Mary Stapler, died (Arkallsas Gazette, 
Feb. 6, 1839; Woodward 1963:217-218; and see 
Arknnsns Democrat Gazette, March 31, 1996, p. Bl, 
for the rediscovery of Mrs. Ross' original 
gravestone at Holly Cemetery in Little Rock). 

The second encounter Gerstaecker had with 
the Trail was in December 1843, a few days 
before 0.uislmas. Gerstaecker had becom12 an 
experienced woodsman, h·ained to see the clues 
the hunter needed. He and a companion had set 
out on a hunting expedition. They had left the 
companion's farmstead over on the Petit Jean 
River in Yell County, and they walket.l north. 
They crossed the Arkansas River at whaL is now 
the extinct t0V\rn of Pittsbw-g, in Johnson County 
near Knoxville. They camped overnight nea1by, 
perhaps not far from where Interstate 40 n.ms on 
west to Oklahoma, and east back through 

Te1messee toward the Cherokee's homeland. The 
following is a painful passage from Gerstaecker. 
The Native Amerkans had passed by on the Trnil 
of Tears, and Lhe evidence of their passing was 
clear. He reported: 

Ne,;xt rlny we pnssed along n part of the 
nm te by which SOll/e years ago n nllmerous 
body of enstern fllrfinns, ltnvi11g given up 
their lnnds to the U11ited States on condi
tion of recei'uillg otlier equally good ln.nds 
in tlie west, were co11rl11cted (Jy the pnrties 
who !tad engaged to provide for ll1e/ll 011 

theirjoumey. N1w1ero11s sq11nre !toles cut 
i11 tile fnlle11 trees showed where the squaws 
had pounded their 111aize to lllnke bread. 
More lllelnnclwly traces were visihle in tl1e 
bo11es ofh1u11m1 beings nnd nni111nls wlticlz 
were strewed n/Jo11t. Many n wnrrior 1md 
squaw died on the road front exhn11stio11, 
n11d the maladies e11gendered by tl,eir trent-
1//ent; mzd their relations nnd friellds could 
do nothing 111ore for them tlrnn fold thel/l in 
their blnnkets, n11d cover tliem with bo11ghs 
n11d b11slzes, to keep off the vultures, wl1iclt 
n!so followed their route by tlwusnnds, and 
soared over tlteir /rends; for their drivers 
would Hot give tlrem ti111e to dig n grave 
and bury their dead. T!,e wolves, wltic/1 
also followed aJ 110 great distance, soon tore 
nway so /mil n c011ering, nnrl scnttered t/1e 
bones in all directions. 

17iis is n sad instnnce of tile nbo111innble 
haggling spirit so prevalent in America. 
Tl,e goven1111en t, lo nvoid trouble, lmd 
contracted with i11clivic.lun.ls for a certain 
sum, which wns q1tite s11fficie11t to /lave 
co11veyed tlte poor l1Ldim1s comfortnbly; but 
tlwy were ol;lig~d to part with nil they find 
for bren.d, selling their rifles n11d to111n
hnwks, horses gui11g for two mul three 
dollnrs; nnd, while tliey died of lnmge,· n11d 
distress, the contrnctors 11mdC1 n fort1111e 
(Gerstnecker 1968:276-277). 

Recent research by noted Trail Mstorian 
Duane King suggests Gerstaecker may have 
encountered the sad passing of Whiteley's OT 

Drnin' s detachments of Cherokee from the 



summer of 1838 (King personal communication 
April 17, 1996). 

They had been b:aveling by boat, but low 
water on the Arkansas River forced them to shore ... 
at Lewisburg, in what is now Morillton., Those 
Cherokee had to walk from there to the Flint 
District in Oklahoma, with much loss of life. The 
story of the Trail of Tears is a tragic,epic in U.S. 
history, and carries gi·eat meaning for both the 
descendants of those who made the journey, and 
the descendants of the Angloamerican tulture 

• that forced them to make that jour·ney (Foreman 
1932; Ehle 1988; Gilbert 1996; K.ing 1993, 1996; 
Lumpkin 1907; Wilkins 1988; Anderson 1991; 
Woodward 1963). 

But there is another story that needs to be 
told as well. There are tragic elements in this 
story, too, but there are also elements that point 
toward another epic of U.S. history, the voluntary 
westward migration of tens of thousands of 
families who staked their hopes and dreams for 
a better life elsewhere. The pain of leaving one's 
native soil and friends and relatives, the struggle. 
of the journey, the immense hard work of 
starting a new life, the pride of adtievement in 
new homes and cleared fields. 

We think of this as the story of 
Angloamerican pioneers. This is also the story of 
the Che1·okee, one beginning to draw more 
interest. This is story of the thousands of 
Cherokee who chose to become voluntary 
emigrants in the decades after the American 
Revolution, who left the Homeland and headed 
west as much as half a century before the Ttail of 
Tears. The goal for many was the area now 
known as Arkansas (Figure 1). 

Arkansas was not vacant of cow-se, The name 
itself came from the Algonquin word for one 
group of the Native Americans already here, the 
Akansa, or as they call themselves, the 
0-Gah-Pal1 or Quapaw (Baird 1980, 1989; 
N:iebercling 1976; cf. Arnold 1991). And the 
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Osage still claimed northwestern Arkansas 
(Mathews 1961; Rollings 1992; Wilson 1988), 

It has been twenty five yeaTs since Dr. Robert 
Markman pulled together the diplomatic history 
of the Arkansas Cherokee, and his dissertation 
still has!;t't been published except in microform 
(Markman 1972). Unfortunately, even now there 
are few experts on this voluntary migration of the 
Cherokee into Arkansas (see for example 
Littlefield and Underhill 1972). We may be 
thankful for the revival of interest in the period 
by historians such as Dr. Loretta Price, who has 
been working on issues related to the O1erokee 
in Arkansas for several years, including Dwight 
Mission near what is now Russellville (Price 
1995). One should also note Robert M~yers who 
has been doing extensive docum~ntary work on 
the remarkable number of Cherokee settlements 
along the St Francis River in eastern Arkansas 
(Meyers n.d.). And there are many other 
historians who have drawn attention to the 
Cherokee part of Al·kansas history, though their 
own focus has been somewhat 
elsewhere--usually on what various Arkansas 
Cherokee did later, as though they'd come here 
to the Natural State for a vacation, instead of for 
a generation. 

Historical Archeology 

There is another perspective on the Arkansas 
O1erokee. To date, just about everything we 
know so far is the result of painstaking 
appreciation of the documents generated as part 
of daily life, from government reports to 
memoirs. There are other important sources on 
the Cherokee experience of course, including oral 
history and old photogrnphs, but there is one 
more source. That source is the evidence of past 
life in the ground, accessible through historical 
archeology. 

Archeology is the study of the material 
remains of human experience, in Egypt or Mexico 
or even at nearby Toltec Mounds State Park in 
central Al·kansas, where the Plum Bayou culh.tre 



constructed a huge mound complex some 1300 
years ago (Rolingson 1980). We can define the 
subject of historical archeology, as the 
archeological study of people in the past, 
beginning with the expansion of Europe in the 
fifteenth century (Deetz 1977; Noel Hume 1975; 
Schuyler 1978; Orser 1995; Yentsch and Beaudry 
1992). 

Thus to the usual discoveries of archeology 
such as artifacts, and foundations and whatnot, 
historical archeologists add documents, - since 
Europe was a literate culture and Europeans 
generated lots of records about what it was they 
were doing. Historical archeologists can therefore 
use data from the ground, and data from the 
archives, to ask where did Europeans go and 
explore and settle. Historical ,u:cheology includes 
the study of places such as Colonial North 
America (Yentsch 1994; Noel Hume 1982; Deagan 
1983; Deetz 1993; Ferguson 1992), battlefield sites 
(Scott et al 1989), and even the farmsteads and 
towns established by Angloau.erican pioneers 
coming into Arkansas after 1800 (Martin 1977; 
Stewart-Abernathy 1980, 1982, 1986; 1994; 
Stewart-Abernathy and Ruff 1989). Historical 
archeologists have thus joined ethnohistorians 
and now ask what impact did all of this have on 
the native peoples who were already in the 
places Eurnpeans went and explored and settled 
(Davis ed. 1991; Dye and Brister 1986; Hudson 
and Tessor 1994). Historical archeology thus also 
includes the study of the Cherokee as well as 
other removed Native A1nericans, in their 
Homelands, and in Arkansas, and in Oklal1oma. 

For the Cherokee, historical archeology of 
sites in the 1700s and early 1800s is an outgrowth 
of concern with prehistoric Native AmeTican 
sites. Archeologists, in trying to understand the 
prehistoric human occupation of the Southern 
Appalachian Mountains and surrounding hill 
country (Dickens 1972 and 1979), found 
thern,selves working on sites where they 
excavated evidence of contact with British and 
French traders, evidence such as glass beads and 

brass kettles, and iron knives and firearms (for 
example, Lew1s and Kneberg 1946:132-135, 
149-152; B1oom 1942; Harmon 1986) 

The new concern with the Protohistoric and 
C9ntact periods accelerated with the construction 
of the mc.3,ny reservoirs by the Tennessee VaJley 
Authority. Many important mid- to late-1700s 
Cherokee town sites were threatened, and 
excavated, such as Tomotley and Chota (Baden 
1983; Guthe and Bistline 1978; Schroedl 1986). 
Important trading posts established for the 
Cherokee have also been intensively examined, 
including Tellico Blockhouse (Polhemus 1977). 

More recently, archeologists are looking 
specifically at Cherokee sites that postdate the 
troubles of the American Revolutionary War 
period and later, when the Cnerokee were 
struggling to continue their ways of life in vei-y 
different circumstances from their prehistoric 
past. For example, Brett Riggs at the University 
of Tennessee has been excavating Cherokee 
farmstead sites that were occupied by Cherokee 

- families up until the day they were captured by 
U.S. troops and then hetded into the stockades 
before they were sent out on the Trail of Tears 
(Riggs 1991). 
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At the other end of the Trail, the Oklahoma 
Archeological Survey in 1995 began a survey to 
identify Cherokee sites in Oklahoma that date 
from the ·first arrival of the Old Settlers and 
others, up through the conflicts of the 1840s, and 
to the Civil War (Albert 1996). The historical 
archeological study of the 01erokee in Arkansas 
is just beginning (Sabo 1992), though there has 
been past attention to the contemporary trading 
posts and forts (Dollar 1966; Westbury 1971; 
Smith 1974; McCrocklin 1992c). We are making 
progress however, in trying to draw attention to 
the presence in the not so distant Al·kansas past 
of many migratu1g Native Americans who called 
the state home for at least a little while. 

Th.is paper will briefly review some efforts to 
cxpl01·e sites created as part of the Cherokee 



experience in Arkansas. That experience was 
complex and sometimes contradictory, and it 
deserves attention. The particular concern in this 
paper is a site not far from the Arkansas River, 
created by 01.erokee in the heart of what was 
hoped to be a new homeland. What was found 
there was very similar to what was discovered at 
some sites in southwestern Arkansas, sites 
associated with 01.erokee who came early, 
fleeing what they saw as intolerable conditions in 
the Homeland. 

Cherokee in Arkansas 

The heartland of Cherokee Arkansas lies in 
the Arkansas Ri~er Corridor between Little Rock 
and Fort Smith (Markman 1972, Davis 1987) 
(Figure 1). Major tributaries flowing into the 
Arkansas River provided a framework, for the 
continuation of the Town system in which 
Cherokee matrilineal families lived in dispersed 
farmsteads grouped into linear villages. Towns 
were established along Point Remove Creek, 
Illinois Bayou, Piney Creek, Spadra Creek, 
Horsehead Creek, and Mulberry River. 

The principle impetus behind most of this 
settlement was the Treaty of July 8, 1817 (King 
1979; Perdue 1989; Woodward 1963; Wilkins 
1988). This treaty arose out of still more conflict 
on the one hand between the Western Cherokee 
and the O1erokee still in the Homeland, ,md on 
the other hand between Cherokee and state and 
federal governments. The treaty was intended to 
encourage many Cherokee to leave by 
extinguishing title to millions of acres of 
Cherokee land in Tennessee, South Carolina, and 
elsewhere, in return for a reservation in Arkansas 
between the Arkansas and White Rivers. Eastern 
Indians such as the Delaware, Shawnee, Peoria, 
and the Cherokee had found their way into what 
is now Arkansas, since tJ1e end of the American 
Revolution (Sabol 992). O1e.rokee leaders already 
in Arkansas, such as T0l1antuskee, had been 
pushing for title to the lands they were 
occupying, and after 1817 they were encomaging 
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additional emigration as part of ongoing disputes 
with Cherokee political leaders back East. 

An important moment for this voluntary 
removal was when John Jolly led a large party in 
1818, eventually settling on Spadra Creek near 
what is pow Clarksville. With the death of his 
brother Toluntuskee in 1818, Jolly became a 
major leader of the Arkansas Cherokee. 

On April 9, 1819, John Jolly and his wife met 
the English naturalist Thomas Nuttall at Walter 
Webber's store near what is now London, 
Arkansas. It is uncertain at this remove to know 
what Jolly thought of Nuttall, but Nuttall 
reported his impression of Jo11y. Said Nuttall, '1 I 
should scarcely have distinguished him from an 
American, except by his language" (Nuttall 
1966:129). 

Ex·cept by his language. Indistinguishable 
from an American, except in the primary way 
Jolly expressed himself, and thought, ru1d felt, 
and viewed the world. Jolly and his thousands of 
Cherokee neighbors were frontier people, but 
they were something else, too. As many as 3,000 
Cherokee eventually emigrated to Arkansas after 
the Treaty of 1817, bringing the total number of 
Cherokee in Arkansas to as much as four or five 
thousand, 

These newcomers didn't stay long. The 
Treaty of May 6, 1828, ceded the Arkansas lands 
in retw.n for yet another new homeland, further 
west in Oklahoma. In a pattern to be repeated on 
a much larger scale for the Eastern Homeland 
only seven years later, the new cession was 
signed by a delegation of Arkansas Cherokee 
who were considered traitors by the rest 
(Markman 1972:192). Nonetheless, by the fall of 
1828, many Arkansas Cherokee were preparing 
to move one more time. 

Of all the Cherokee along the Arkansas, at 
this point there a.re only two sites available for 
fieldwork, and one of these is not even 
fundamentally 01.erokee. This site is probably 
the most well known location associated with the 



Arkansas Cherokee, Dwight Mission (3PP58). It 
was established in 1820 by the Presbyterian 
group, the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions (Turrentine 1962; Vance 1970; 
Pi-ice 1995; Washburn , 1955; Finney and 
Washburn 1821, Payne and Payne 1954): The 
ABCFM had already established two missions to 
the Native Americans in the Sout:l:;east (Brainerd 
Mission in the Cherokee Homeland 1n Georgia, 
and Elliott Mission, set up in Mississippi for the 
Choctaw) (McLoughlin 1984). 

The mission in the new Homeland was 
created in response to efforts by some Cherokee 
who, while disputing the path to a new way of 
life, nonetheless sought to prepare their children 
for some of the inevitable demands of that new 
way (but see McLaughlin 1974). In 1817 the 
Presbyterians were invited to come to the 
Arkansas country by an important leader of the 
Western Cherokee, Tolluntuskee. 

It is no small irony that Tolluntuskee himself 
died in the winter of 1818, two yeaTs before the 
missionaries finally came. The spot where the .. 
mission ended up was in the Cherokee "Town" 
area w1der the leadership of Takatoka (Markman 
1972:110-111; Washbmn 1955) who was opposed 
to the presence of the mission in the first place! 

Takatoka knew the fundamental goal of 
Dwight Mission was to ob1iterate Cherokee 
culture, by taking Cherokee children and 
transformi11g them into Angloamerican adults. 
John Jolly supported the mission, but one 
wonders what he thought about the fact that the 
head missionary, Cephas Washburn, never 
bothered to learn the Cherokee language. If the 
mission had succeeded, it would have sh·ipped 
John Jolly's children of their Cherokee language. 
At Dwight, a substantial compound was 
constructed by the mid 1820s, but the fortunes of 
Dwight were connected to those of the O1erokee. 

When the Arkansas Cherokee moved on after 
1828, Dwight Mission was relocated to what is 
now Dwight in Oklahoma. The original location 
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of Dwight Mission was largely put under water 
in the 1960s by the construction of Lake 
Dardanelle as part of the Kerr-McClellan 
Navigation System on the Arkansas. There is a 
boat ramp there now, on U.S. Highway 64. 

Thanks to a map found 'by the leading 
>\ 

authority on Dwight Mission, Dr. Loretta Price, 
one could probably find portions of the site that 
are not submerged ,(Hitchcock 1820). The map 
was made by Sophronia Sumner Hitchcock, a 
missionary and resident. Hitchcock wrote down 
in one corner of her map, '1You will learn from 
this little map my dear frjends what is the 
present situation of the missionary station at 
Dwight'' (Ibid.). 111.e map does this well, showing 
the organization of the com.pound, and mission 
records provide many details rega~ding all these 
structutes and the activities that took place in 
and around them. There is even Cephas 
Washburn's own statement of expenses incurred 
during consh·uction of the compound, and this 
accounting provides dimensions of buildings and 
other details (Washburn to Sec Wru: 26 Jan 1829, 
in Turrentine 1962:7-8). 

Thanks to the map, for example, one could 
probably find, quoting text on the map, the "boys 
school house: it stands on an elevated spot in the 
forest and commands a handsome prospect of 
the statio~1." This spot is in fact not under the 
lake. Washbtun's expense statement indicates 
this structure was a hewed log house 24-by-36 
feet, with a framed roof covered with shingles, 
built originally for $500 (Turrentine 1962:8). 

It might be very revealing to find that "boys 
school house,'' there on the Arkansas frontier. 
But when it is found, it remains uncertain that we 
will find much about the Cherokee since the 
entire purpose of Dwight Mission was to 
transform Cherokee children into Anglo
americans. When it comes down to it, there is 
actually only one site we can confidently assign 
to the Cherokee along the Arkansas River of the 
thousands of Cherokee farmsteads established 
there. 



Obstacles to Site Identification 

This site will be discussed in detail below, but 
it might be useful first to review the reasons for 
this gap between likely mlmbers of sites and just 
one to work on. There are five such reasons. First, 
much of the bottom land of the Arkansas River 
has been flooded by the Arkansas River 
Navigation System. Secohd, mu~h of the 
remaining land in the Arkansas Corridor is today 
either wooded or in pasture 1 making it diffjcult to 
recognize ai-cheological sites of any date. Third, 
at least two of the areas of Cherokee settlements 
are obscured by the growth of two modern 
towns, Clarksville on Spadra Creek and 
Russellville ~:m Illinois Bayou. Fourth, since the 
land encompassed by the Cherokee Teserve was 
not surveyed until after the 1828 Treaty, we do 
not have good maps or legal descriptions 
through which to locate Cherokee sites. 
Moreover, since the Cherokee gave up title to 
their land to the federal government as a group 
through a b:eaty, we do not have a paper h·ail of 
deeds and whatnot to trace back ownership of
individual parcels of land. Finally, the short 
dw·ation of the Cherokee occupation, in many 
cases less than a decade, followed by the rapid 
reoccupation of many Cherokee sites by 
Angloamerican pioneers and the hiding of the 
Cherokee cultural landscape, makes it difficult to 
confirm a site as having been founded by 
Cherokee. 

There may be some ways to circumvent some 
of these problems. For example, when the 
township and rnnge system of land smvey was 
finally establjshed in the Arkansas Cherokee 
counb·y after 1828, surveyors sometimes made 
note of houses and fields then in e>..istence. Tbese 
General Land Office plats docwnent at least a 
part of the Cherokee-built landscape as taken 
over by the new settlers. The Arkansas River 
Valley Chapter of the Arkansas Archeological 
Society has just begun a project to examine all of 
the General Land Office plats for the Arkansas 
Corridor and record these houses and fields as 
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archeological sites. Then, chapter members will 
visit those sites to see what those locations look 
like today. There is another way to identify these 
sites and that is to concenb:a te on recognizing the 
artifacts one might find there, especially the 
fragments of Bl'itish-made dishes always found 
on sites of the period. Such dishes are generally 
easy to date given what is known from the 
antiques business about technical aspects of 
ceramic ptoduction and about changes in the 
popularity of designs on dishes. For example, 
transfer printing in red was not possible until the 
mid to late 1820s when German chemists 
invented a wide range of dyes. Before that one 
could only get transfer printing in dark blue, 
black, and brown. On the other hand, while edge 
decorating plates in blue was common from the 
late 1700s into the 1880s, one finds green edge 
decorated plates no later than the 1830s. Given 
that during the period 1817-1828, Angloarnerican 
settleJs were forbidden to live in the Arkansas 
Cherokee territory, if one can find sites with the 
right period dishes, those might be Cherokee 
sites. 

3PP449 

Preciseiy such a site has been found, 3PP449 
in Pope County not far from the Arkansas River. 
(Figure 2). The site lies on the edge of a terrace 
above the Arkansas River, above all but the 
high.est floodwaters. This terrace has been 
farmed for generations. Today it is not a 
particularly spectacular setting, just a soybean 
field. 

In 1993, amatem archeologistChades Massey 
brougbt into the ATU Station lab some bits of 
early 1800s, British-made dishes from the site. A 
black gunflint from a flintlock rifle was also 
found on the site. In the Massey material there 
was nothing there that had to date after 1830. 
That meant the material could have a11 been 
thrown away before that date, by people who 
had lived on the site but who had abandoned it 
sometime before about 1830. That suggested 



Cherokee who could have come with the 1817 
Treaty or before, and who then left after the 1828 
Treaty. 

Field Methods 

In the winter of 1996 the site was tested by 
volunteers from the Arkansas River Valley 
Chapter under the direction -- of .,Arkansas 
Archeolog:ical Survey staff. The investigations 
employed the proven strategy Brett Riggs has 
used to identify over 30 Cherokee si~es in Eastern 
Tennessee that date up to 1830s Removal (Riggs 
1991). 

This strategy· has four steps. The first step 
was to walk oyer the surface and flag the correct 
period artifacts visible on the surface to identify 
both the heait and extent of the area of pre-1830 
occupation. At 3PP449, surface visibility was 
excellent because the farmer had gotten his crop 
off in the faII and had done little to the field since. 

The first step of the investigation went well, 
although it was a little tricky because on the _ 
north end of the terrace, fieldwork identified a 
farm house site that was occupied from about 
1880 to the 1940s. Fortunately there was almost 
no overlap with the pre-1850 occupation area. 
Unfortunately, we determined that the same 
terrace had been occupied for at least a thousand 
years by prehistoric Native Americans. The 
Woodland and then Mississippian occupation (cf. 
Schambach and Newell 1990) extended both 
north and south of the hoped-for Cherokee site. 
Traditional Cherokee ceramics in the Homeland 
include both grit- and shell-tempered plain-body 
sherds, just the same as the Woodland and 
Mississippian prehistoric Indians made on this 
site. For that matter, from an archeolog:ical 
standpoint, prehistoric Cherokee is a special and 
successful version of Mississippian culture. 

The second step was to do 100 percent 
surface collection in the most dense part of the 
site in order to obtain a good sample of the 
artifacts that had been turned up onto the surface 
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by farming activities. This resulted in a large 
assemblage of ceramics, glass, and metal, about 
which more will be said below. 

The third step was to do soil coring every one 
meter within the most dense pai·t of the site. 
Excavations at both prehistoric and historic 
Cherokee sites in the Homeland nearly always 
find one or more pit features immediately under 
the house for example, at Tomotley on the Little 
Tennessee River (Guthe and Bistline 1978; Baden 
1983). A pit was expected at 3PP449 as well. A 
filled cellar or related pit feature would be visible 
because as the soil core went down below the 
plowzone or topsoil layer, instead of hitting 
sterile lighter coloied subsoil, it instead would 
bore into the very dark fill matrix of the pit. That 
dark fill would contrast nicely with the lighter 
colored subsoil. 

The crew eventually put in nearly 140 core 
holes. It was possible to identify the sequence of 
soil layers with great accuracy, but unfortunately, 
it was not possible to recognize any pit features 
for the following reasons. First, it appears that 
the site was intensely occupied during the 
Woodland period, about 1500-1000 years ago, 
and this created a dark brown loamy midden 
stratum below plowzone over most of the site. 
Thus, instead of finding the dark brown soil of 
pit fill, coring kept finding dark brown midden 
soil. Any dark pit was thus invisible in the darker 
background. 

The second reason pit features were not 
discovered may be because it was also 
discovered that pai-t of the site was heavily 
eroded, probably as a result of intensive clearing 
of a treeline about twenty years ago. In the 
erosion-damaged area there is no dark soil 
layer-it's been eroded and plowed away. If there 
had been any pit features there, they're gone. 

The fourth step was supposed to be to dig as 
mucl1 of the pit or cellar as possible by the time 
the farmer had to get back out into his field. 
However, since no Chexokee cellar holes were 



identified, it was decided to go ahead and 
excavate fotu 1x2 meter test wuts to further 
understand soil stratigraphy and to recover a 
complete sample of the artifacts within the 
plowzone. ' 

Artifacts 

The fieldwork at 3PP449 was coJnpleted on 
March 17, so at this point analysis is not 
complete. But the following is a summary of 
what we did find. To begin with, all the finds 
were tiny pieces, just the size expected when the 
pi-imary h·ash disposal method is basically to toss 
the trash into the yard. The artifacts get walked 
on and crushed:· 

Among the tiny pieces that were found were 
lots of B1itish ceramics, dishes used to set the 
table (Figure 3). These are by no means expensive 
dishes, though one might think so in an antique 
store today. One hundred and seventy five years 
ago these were very ordinary, very cheap 
tablewarn. Finds include transfer printed plates, 
bowls, and cups done in black, purple, and dark 
blue. There are also hand-painted vessels, with 
the decoration consisting of flowers and leaves 
and whatnot done both in multicolors and in just 
shades of blue. Also found were pieces of plates 
and even a platter decorated only around the 
edge with a blue or green feathery or shell 
pattern. Finally, a distinctive decoration on cups 
and mugs was identified, annular ware in which 
the surface is divided by horizontal bands and 
then the zones are filled in with a variety of 
techruques. 

Most of the wares just discussed were fm 
table use, but also found were ceranucs in which 
food was prepared, the even cheaper 
kitchenware. These were sherds of red-bodied 
glazed earthenware also known as redware, in 
forms such as bowls, 1nilkpans, and some mugs. 

Also found were some fragments of very 
dark green glass bottles, part of a fork, and the 
blade and tang of a table knife (Pigures 3 and 4). 

63 

Surprisingly, we even found a bullet mold made 
of iron, for ma.king round lead balls. The handles 
were broken off but the actual "cupped" mold 
end of the device was still fastened together at 
the point where the pivoting rivet is placed. 

Som!r construction material was recovered, of 
which the most significant was a burned nail 
(Figure 4). It was exactly the type of nail sought, 
because its date of manufacture is easily 
determined. Beginning in the 1790s, machinery 
existed for stamping or cutting nails with 
rectangular or square shanks out of plates of iron, 
but it was not until 1835 or so that machinery 
was introduced that could produce a fully 
machine-made nail. The nail found at 3PP449 has 
a cut shank, but it has a handmade head. 
Therefore, this nail probably was, made betwee11 
1790 and 1835, precisely the period of maximum 
Cherokee occupation in Arkansas 

We also found this brass button. It's ordinary, 
though it does have stamped in the back the 
letters "Imperial/Standard." It could have been 
used by anyone, but an identical one was found 
at the excavation of the Tellico Blockhouse 
trading post, occupied 1794 to 1807 (Polhemus 
1977:238, Plate XXVIIT, 0). This post was located 
on the Little Tennessee River in eastern 
Tennessee in the heart of the Overhill Cherokee 
Homeland. 

Now if none of this assemblage sounds very 
Native American, in fact so far it is identical to 
the assemblage found at contemporary Cherokee 
sites by Brett Riggs back in the Homeland, and to 
an apparent Delaware site down on Red River 
found by Claude McCrocklin (McCrocklin 
1992b), and to the materials fow1d at confirmed 
Alabama Coushatta Indian sites by McCrocklin 
on Red River north of Shreveport, Louisiana 
(McCrocklin 1985). 

Red River Cherokee 

This assemblage is also identical to the 
material recovered at two sites on Red River, also 



found by McCrocklin, that are probably 
associated with Cherokee leader Duwali, or as he 
is also known, Boldhunter, the Bowl, or Bowles 
(McCrocklin 1992a; Clarke 1971). I:-fe had been a 
leader on the Little Tennessee River, and in 1810 
had brought a group to the St. Francis River 
settlements. TI1e St. Francis River drains much of 
northeastern Arkansas between t>he Mississippi 
River and Crowley's Ridge, with 'both the 
Mississippi and the Ridge providing good 
transportation routes neatby. Several groups of 
Cherokee had established_ farmsteads and 
hamlets there beginning perhaps in the 1780s and 
particularly after 1794 in what was then Spanish 
Louisiana (Myers·n.d.). 

lncreasing Angloamei-ican settlement in 
eastern Arkansas after the Louisiana Pmchase of 
1803 put pressure on the Cherokee there, and it 
may have been that the incredible disruptions of 
the spectacular New Madrid earthquakes of 
1811-1812 was the last sb·aw for many Cherokee. 
In a pattern that was to be all too common oveT 
the next generation, the Cherokee left the farms, 
fields, and roads they had built, and moved on. 
Angloamerican pioneers eagerly occupied what 
the Cherokee had left behind. 

Duwali led a group from the St. Francis 
region to Petit Jean Creek on the south side of the 
Arkansas River sometime after 1812. The well 
known Treaty of 1817 was an effort to encouwge 
Cherokee in the Homeland to move west, but it 
of course included the provision that the 
Cherokee reservation in what was then still 
known as Missomi Territory was to run from the 
Arkansas River north. The many Cherokee who 
had settled on the south side, including groups 
under the leadership of Tahchee or Dutch, and 
Duwali, had to move elsewhere, though some 
chose not to go regardless (Markman 1972:107). 

Duwali' s group moved to near other 
Cherokee, and some Delawares, Creeks, and 
Choctaws, on what was known as Lost Prairie. 
Lost Prairie was located south of present day 
Fulton in southwest Arkansas, between the 
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Sulphur Fork and the Red River (Everett 
1990:16-17). By 1818, the Red River region had 
become an international borderland between 
Spain and the U.S., with much disruption, 
competing land claims, competing legal 
au'thorities, and much illegal trade and traffic. 
Duwali's- 1group ended up at the south end of 
Lost Prairie on the west side of the Red. 

These Cherokee were subject to repeated 
harassment by Anglo traders and government 
officials, and it may even have been Duwali' s 
group who was forced by Arkansas Territorial 
militia to leave their settlement hurriedly in the 
summer of 1820. The regional center was the 
government trading post at the Sulphur Fol'k 
Factory (McG·ocklin 1992c). According to a claim 
filed at the Sulphur Fork agency in 1821, by an 
unnamed Cherokee leader, 

Two companies of Militia fr01n the Terri
ton; of Arkansas came to the village with a 
·white rnan as Interpreter, that the Inter
preter infonned them in Cherokee language 
to run, that whites were enraged against 
them and t/zat theiJ intended to put them 
all do death. The Indians immediately too1c 
the alarm and ran off and that they were 
fired upon by the whites an.d an innocent 
lndian Killed. He also states that the1; were 
directed to lemie the village and gave them 
ten days to depart in. He further states it 
was impossible for them to collect Uieir 
Stock of Horses, Cows and Hogs. 
(quoted in McCrocklin 1992a:33). 

And what did the archeological team 
discover at the Cherokee sites (3MI292 and 
3Ml297) there on the west bank of the Red at Lost 
Prairie? TI1e test work was lirn.ited, but it also had 
better luck particularly at 3M1292 (lbid.). Testing 
there identified a rich midden deposit of 
domestic debris, along with three firepits, one of 
which was later filled with trnsh. The brief 
fieldwork even discovered evidence of struclures 
including nails, and fired clay daub from clay 
chimneys. The test work, under the supervision 
of Survey Station Archeologist Dr. Frank 



Schambach, found British-made table dishes, 
:including lransf er printed wares, and edge
decorated pieces. Kitchenware found included 
red ware and stoneware. UtensiJs found included 
forks with two tines, iro)1 and pewter spoons, 
and parts of iron three-legged kettles. Glassware 
represented included tumblers and wine glasses, 
along with dark green bottles-and light green 
medicine bottles. Clothing items fou~d included 
brass and bone buttons, costume jewelry, 
buckles, and pins, thimbles, and scissor.§. Also 
found were black gun Hints and lead Tille balls, 
and brass and clay tobacco pipe bowls. 

Cherokee Additions to the Pioneer 
Assemblage 

But there are additions to these goods there 
in southwest Arkansas and up on the Arkansas 
River that reflect Native American ideas. 
Additions to the pioneer assemblage, that speak 
quietly of a distinctive Native American presence 
then, and today, 170 yeal'S later. At 3PP449, for 
example, a fragment of Native-made pottery was 
found (Figure 3). It is tempered with shell, and. 
decorated with deep curvilinear grooves between 
raised ridges. The sherd is remarkably similar to 
a known Cherokee type from the Homeland, 
Overhill Curvilinear Complicated Stamping. 
Native peoples continued to make native pottery 
for special ceremonies for special meals, in 
Arkansas and in Oklahoma (for example, 
Leftwich 1970:63-86). Arkansas Cherokee sites 
should at least produce Cherokee traditional 
pottery in the form of jars to make a cornmeal 
mush. Unfortunately, this particular pot sherd is 
eroded, so one cannot rest too much on it. 

The second set of artifacts that ties the site to 
Native Americans ,U"e the beads. Only two were 
found at 3PP449. One is pinkish amber, and the 
second is a clear-glass faceted bead (Figure 5). 
McCrncklin and Schambach found only one blue 
one and one white one at 3MI292 (McCrocklin 
1992c), but thousands came from the Coushatta 
sites (McCrncklin 1985). 
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Let us refer again to Friedrich Gerstaecker, 
the German hunter and h·avel writer. For 
Gerstaecker, a key clement of Native American 
clothing in Arkansas was glass beads. Recall his 
description of the Native American with the r.ifle 
there on the Arkansas at Little Rock, "a tall 
powerfu1 Indian, decked out with glass beads 
and silver ornaments'' (above and Gerstaecker 
1968:91). 

Gerstaecker is certain of the association 
between glass beads and Native Americans. Note 
in the following passage what artifact he uses to 
confirm ethnic identity. In late January 1843, he 
was hunting somewhere in Newton County or 
thereabouts. He entered a cave looking for bear 
but, 

An 1inexpected sight suddenly arrested our 
progress,-the skeletons of n mnn and of a 
bear, lying peaceably within tltree feet of 
each other. A rifle, thickly covered with 
rust, and a corroded knife, lay by the side 
of the first, and some glass beads convinced 
us that it was the skeleton of an Indian, 
who had bravely attacked the bear sin
gle-handed, and had fallen in the struggle, 
tire skeleton of tlze bear proving that he had 
sold his life dearly (Gerstaecker 
1968:337-8). 

For Gerstaecker, the key clue to knowing the 
dead hunter was a Native American was the 
glass beads. And why not beads? For the Native 
Americans of the Southeast, where shell, clay, 
stone, and bohe beads had been jmportant 
ceremonial objects for thousands of years (for 
example, Brown 1996 2:575-590), glass beads 
were a powerful reminder of their own traditions 
(cf. Polhemus 1977 and Harmon 1986), 

Finally, the last set of artifacts that links 
3PP449 on the Arkansas to the Cherokee are 
pieces of sheets of brass from making decorative 
items. As with the beads, Native American use of 
copper had been important ceremonially for at 
least a thousand years (for example, Brown 1996 
2:545-551, 557-559). Artifacts of brass such as 



tinkling cones represent an important part of 
trade with Native Americans almost from contact 
with Columbus. 

This is certainly the cass.in Arkansas. Some of 
the oldest b·ade goods known for Arkansas were 
found in a prehistoric Native American trash pit 
at Carden Bottom on the Arka!l§aS River near 
Russellville (Stewart-Abernathy 1994). Those 
trade goods included blue glass beads, rolled 
brass beads, and a brass sequin. Charcoa! was 
found in the same pit and through _radiocarbon 
means, and we now know~ that pit, and the 
European h·ade goods it contained, date some 
375 years ago, between A.O. 1575 and 1625. This 
was perhaps one or two generations after the 
DeSoto Expedition, and at least 50 years before 
the first recorded Frenchman came to Arkansas. 

Much of the brass found at our Cherokee site is 
actually so·ap, left behind by making brass objects 
such as tinkling cones and other decorative gear 
(Figure 5). One such scrap was from an object that 
had been stamped repeatedly (Figure 6). However, 
also found was a puzzling sheet of brass, green 
from oxidation (Figure 6). It has a serrated edge 
obviously cut by hand. It is far too thin to be used 
for cutting, but it reminds one of headdress pieces, 
like the "crown" one sees on Powwow Princesses in 
Indian country today. It certainly does not look like 
anything that would be in an Angloamerican 
pioneer household. It would go well in the 
traditional regalia of a modern jingle dancer along 
with all her shiny brass tinkling cones. 

And so there is a paradox. On the other hand, 
much of what is found at these Cherokee sites 
looks the same as one finds at Angloamerican 
pioneer household sites. TI1en we find the brass 
and beads that tell us something else is going on. 
We find from travelers that these people spoke 
not in accents of England and Scotland and 
Ireland, but in the words and sounds of the 
Principal People, the Cherokee name for 
themselves. Indeed, these were pioneers in a new 
wilderness. 

In 1828 they were forced to move again. They 
were replaced on the landscape of the Arkansas 
River by Angloamerican pioneers, who used 
much of the same material culture, from cut nails 
to _British-made dishes, and living in much the 
same way, in log houses on farmsteads they were ., 
happy to take away from the Cherokee who built 
them. Along the way, the very presence of those 
thousands of Chero}<ee was hidden away, and 
their enormous conh·ibution to settling the 
Arkansas Frontier was forgotten. 

Conclusion 

In Arkansas, perhaps it is possible to get a 
new perspective on the achievements of 
Cherokee families and other emigrant Indians 
h-ying to construct new lives for themselves in 
what they desperately hoped would be a new 
Homeland. At these Cherokee sites, one can find 
what the Cherokee themselves chose out of 
European and Angloamerican culture, as they 
sought to build a new Cherokee life in Arkansas. 
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Congress designated the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail in December 1987. In accordance with the National Trails System 
Act, the National Park Service has prepared an official set of trail maps for the Comprehensive Management and Use Plan. The 
National Park Service contracted with Duane H. King to map the trail and to identify significant sites along it. 

Trail maps are kept in the administrative office of the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail at the NPS Southwest Regional Office 
in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The routes are revised as new information about the trail becomes available. Any changes to the 
congressionaly designated national historic h·ail route will be published in the Federal Register, in conformance with the Na
tional Trails System Act, and necessary revisions will be made to the Comprehensive Management and Use Plan. 

The Deparhnent of Arkansas Heritage is grateful to the National Park Service for the use of this map in the Trail of Tears Sympo
sium Proceedings. 
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