
INTR6DUCTION 

ALL CHEROKEES ONCE livedinthesouthernAppalachi-
ans. In the eighteenth century, they claimed hunting grounds 
that extended into Kentucky, but they clustered their 'villages 
and agricultural fields in the valleys of upcountry South <?ar-
olina, western Noi:th Carolina, east Tennessee, north Geor-
gia, and northeastern Alabama. They spoke four mutually 
intelligible dialects of an Iroquoian language. r A common 
culture and bonds of kinship held their far-flung villages to-
gether and made them a people. Today, most Cherokees do 
not live in the Southeast; they live in eastern Oklahoma with 
only a small remnant remaining in the mountains of western 
North Carolina. The United States recognizes three tribes-
the Cherokee Nation and United Keetoowah Band in Okla-
homa and the Eastern Band of Cherokees in North Carolina. 
The division of the Cherokees was not by choice. In the early 
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the United States forced the Ch 

nineteen centur ' eroke 
. der its homeland and relocate west f e Nanon to surren . . o the 

.. . . . That event known as the Trail of Tears . M1ss1ss1pp1. ' , ls the 
subject of this book. 

The term "Trail of Tears," a rough translation of the 

Ch k nunna dual tsuny, describes the trek of heanb k ero ee . ro en 
people to their new homes m the West. The term captures the 
essence of the removal experience, but it also conveys the irn. 
pression that removal was a uniquely Cherokee experience. 
Although that was not the case, there are reasons why scho). 
ars have so frequently told the story of Indian removal in 
Cherokee terms. One is that the debate over removal policy 
that occurred in the press, various public settings, and Con. 
gress focused on the Cherokees. The laws, treaties, and his-
torical examples cited as the discussions progressed always 
related to the Cherokees. To many, the Cherokees demon-
strated that Indians could change and that someday they 
could be integrated into American society. Furthermore, nhe 
Cherokee leaders during the removal crisis of the l 820s and 
1830s were uniquely well educated and extraordinarily artic-
ulate in both spoken and written English. In countless public 
speeches and written statements, they ptoduced a trove of 
documents that dwarfs the records of other Native nations. 

I . They were also masters of public relations. Their policy was 
to make certain that no one could forget them. The result is 
that the Cherokees have become the Indians whose name 
everyone knows, and the history of their suffering has come 
to. represent the injustice that has characterized much of the 
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relations between t,he United States and Native Americans. 
Only about 10 percent of the eastern Indians who traveled 
trails of tears to the place now called Oklahoma were Chero-
kees, however, and each of the dozens of relocated tribes has 
its own unique and important history. The history of the re-
moval of the Cherokees can never substitute for the histories 
of the others, but it can exemplify a larger history that no one 

should forget. 
The period in which Indian removal unfolded was one 

of contradictions. It was hailed by an earlier generation of 
historians as a period of expanding democratic institutions, 
but more recent scholars have pointed to the limitations on 
that democracy. In the early nineteenth century, states largely 
abolished property restrictions on voting and made it possible 
for all adult white men to' exercise ,the franchise. At the same 
time, legislatures further limited the rights of women and 
free African Americans, and southern states enacted far more 
stringent slave codes. Legislation increased the number of of-
fices filled by election, but the spoils system enabled the vic-
tors in elections to reward their political cronies with 
positions, contracts, and other perquisites of power. The 
wave of revivalism . that began at the turn of the century 
brought more Americans into churches, but it created a split 
between those who believed in the perfectibility of society 
and those who focused on individual salvation. Southerners, 
in particular, tended to worry about their own souls and sus-
pect those who dwelled on social ills. A market revolution 
both tied rural folk to national issues and left many of them 

[xv] 



Introduction 

. b ckwater. The West was the land of 
. an econonuc a . Pron-ii 
in d f Americans, but its settlement by cit" se 
to thousan s o . lZens of 

. d S tes spelled disaster for the Native peopl the Unite ta es Wh 
1
. d there. No one better understood the cont . 0 

already ive rad,c 
. f thi ge of democracy than the Cherokee · nons o s a s, Wh 

d any of its institutions only to suffer frorn ° 
adopte m . · the 

f the maJ· ority and who reiected whatever opp cyrannY o . ortu. 
. . th West offered only to be forced there against h . nines e t e1r 

will. ' 
The Trail of Tears is, without question, a Cherokee 

tragedy and an Indian tragedy, but it is also an American 
tragedy. When essayist Sarah Vowell retraced the Trail of 
Tears over which her Cherokee ancestors had traveled, she 
thought about Chief John Ross, who fought removal in Con-
gress and before the United States Supreme Court: "He 
believed in the liberties the Declaration of Independence 
promises, and the civil rights the Constitution ensures. And 
when the U.S. betrayed not only the Cherokees but its own 
creed I would guess that John Ross was not only angry, not 
only outraged, not only confused, I would guess that John 
Ross was a little brokenhearted. Because that's how I feel. I've 
been experiencing the Trail of Tears not as a Cherokee, but as 
an American."1 Vowell is right. Cherokees believed in the · 
promise of democracy and the justice of the United States, 
and their disappointment is a legacy that all Americans share. 
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