
The Cherokee and The Indian Removal Act

Essential Question: How did the Indian Removal Act of 1830 impact the Cherokee
and the United States?

From the earliest days of settlement in Upper East Tennessee, tensions had

always existed between the settlers and their Cherokee neighbors over land. Between

1775 and 1819, the Cherokee ceded, or gave up, much of their land through a series of

treaties that reduced their holdings to a small corner in Southeast Tennessee and other

states. However, the Cherokee faced increasing pressure from both Tennessee and

Georgia to abandon their lands entirely. As early as 1817, some Cherokee had

voluntarily relocated to Arkansas.1 Most Cherokee wanted to remain on their lands so

Cherokee leaders took steps to ensure their people were not forced off their land.

Some Cherokee had already adopted customs from their white neighbors

including the practice of slavery.  Sequoyah’s invention of a written language and the

translation of the Bible into Cherokee helped spread Christianity to a significant

proportion of the population.2 In 1827, Cherokee leaders met at New Echota to write a

constitution for the Cherokee nation based on the United States Constitution.3 John

Ross was chosen to lead the nation as Principal Chief. Ross, the son of a Scottish

trader and Cherokee mother, had received a European American education, but also

grew up as a full member of the Cherokee nation.4 Ross’ ability to speak English and

4 Patrice Hobbs Glass, “John Ross.” Tennessee Encyclopedia. 2018.
https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/john-ross/. Accessed 6 July 2018.

3Ibid.

2 Tim Garrison, “"Cherokee Removal." New Georgia Encyclopedia. 2017.
https://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/cherokee-removal accessed 5 July
2018.

1 “A Brief History of the Trail of Tears.” Cherokee Nation. 2018.
http://www.cherokee.org/About-The-Nation/History/Trail-of-Tears/A-Brief-History-of-the-Trail-of-Tears
accessed 5 July 2018.
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Cherokee,  as well as his understanding of the customs of both cultures, made him

well-suited to lead the Cherokee.  Ross and other leaders believed creating a

government based on the United States Constitution would protect the Cherokee from

removal. Events beyond his control soon proved the belief to be false.

Two significant events occurred in 1828. The first was the discovery of gold on

Cherokee lands in north Georgia. Georgia residents had already been pushing for

Cherokee removal, but the discovery of gold made removal even more urgent in the

eyes of state officials.5 The second event was the election of President Andrew

Jackson. Jackson had fought with the Cherokee and White Stick Creeks against the

Red Stick Creeks in the Creek War of 1813-1814. However, in the Treaty of Fort

Jackson, he forced the White Stick Creeks, his allies, as well as the Red Stick Creeks to

cede land. The Creek nation was forced to cede 23 million acres of land in Alabama and

Georgia.6 Jackson had also played a key role in the Jackson Purchase of 1818 in which

the Chickasaw gave up their land claims in west Tennessee.7 In 1819, Yonaguska,

head chief of the Oconaluftee Cherokee signed a treaty with the United States

government in which he and 50 other heads of households agreed to withdraw from the

Cherokee nation and become citizens of the state of North Carolina in return for 640

acres of land each.8

In 1830, Jackson introduced his Indian Removal Act to Congress. Jackson

argued the removal helped American Indians by removing them from the corrupting

8 Theda Perdue, “Yonaguska (Drowning Bear) NCpedia. https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/yonaguska
Accessed 21 June 2021.

7 Blythe Semmer, “Jackson Purchase.” Tennessee Encyclopedia. October 8, 2017.
https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/jackson-purchase/ accessed 5 July 2018.

6 Robert Morgan, Lions of the West: Heroes and Villains of the Westward Expansion. (Chapel Hill, NC:
Shannon Ravenel, 2011),  88.

5 Garrison, “Cherokee Removal"
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influences of white society and allowing them to maintain their distinctive way of life.9 A

few Cherokee, such as Elias Boudinot, agreed with his thinking. The act was

challenged in Congress by Henry Clay and Daniel Webster, members of the Whig party.

David Crockett, a fellow Tennessean, also spoke against the act.10 As principal chief,

John Ross’ strategy was to challenge removal through the courts. Though the Cherokee

lost the 1831 case Cherokee v. State of Georgia, they won in the Supreme Court case

Worcester v. Georgia. In this case, missionary Samuel Worcester had challenged

Georgia’s claim to Cherokee lands. The court ruled in favor of the Cherokee.11 In the

majority opinion,  John Marshall acknowledged the right of the Cherokee nation “as a

sovereign nation to govern themselves and all persons who have settled within their

territory, free from any right of legislative interference by the several states composing

the United States of America.”12 However, President Jackson refused to enforce the

decision. He is said to have remarked, “John Marshall has made his decision, now let

him enforce it.”

While John Ross continued to fight removal, other Cherokee leaders came to see

taking the money offered by the United States and moving west voluntarily as the best

option for the Cherokee. In 1835, Major Ridge and other Cherokee leaders signed the

Treaty of New Echota without Ross’ knowledge or consent.13 In the treaty, Ridge and

the others ceded all Cherokee lands east of the Mississippi River. In return the

Cherokee received a grant of land in Indian Territory and five million dollars. Ross

13 Garrison, “Cherokee Removal."

12 "Worcester v. Georgia." Oyez. https://www.oyez.org/cases/1789-1850/31us515 accessed 10 June
2021.

11 Garrison, “Cherokee Removal”
10 Ibid.  139.
9 Morgan, Lions of the West, 166.
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protested that Ridge and the others did not have the authority to sign the treaty and

Ross’ allies in Congress tried to block it, but the treaty passed in the Senate by one

vote. Ross continued to resist removal until 1838, when General Scott, under orders

from Martin Van Buren, arrived to begin rounding up the Cherokee.14

Upon hearing of the signing of the Treaty of New Echota, Yonaguska sent his

adopted white son, William Holland Thomas, to Washington to protect the interests of

the Oconaluftee Cherokee. In 1837, the commissioners tasked with carrying out the

Treaty of New Echota, upheld the 1819 treaty and allowed the Oconalufee Cherokee to

remain in North Carolina.  After the death of Yonaguska, Thomas continued to represent

the Oconaluftee Cherokee to the United States government. In 1848, the government

recognized the Eastern Band of the Cherokee.  Acting on behalf of the Cherokee who

could not legally buy land, Thomas also purchased 50,000 acres of land that is part of

the Qualla Boundary, home to the Eastern Band of the Cherokee. 15

After the deadline for voluntary removal passed in May 1838, the remaining

Cherokee were forcibly gathered from their home with little time to collect supplies or

personal belongings. The land and possessions they were forced to leave behind were

immediately seized by white settlers.16 The Cherokee were marched to depots like Fort

Cass in present-day Charleston, Tennessee. The depots were essentially a staging area

with internment camps where the Cherokee waited to be organized into groups, called

detachments, to make the journey west  The army had planned to move the Cherokee

along the Hiwassee, Tennessee, Ohio, Mississippi and Arkansas rivers primarily using

16 Garrison, “Cherokee Removal"

15 Gordon McKinney, “ William Holland Thomas.” NCpedia.
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/thomas-william-holland accessed 3 June 2021.

14 Ibid.
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steamboats, flat boats, and keelboats.  However, drought conditions quickly dried up the

rivers making water transport difficult for the first three detachments. Disease and

desertion also reduced the numbers in the first three detachments.   Few guards were

sent to ensure that the Cherokee did not simply leave the detachments as they

travelled.  The records do not indicate exactly how many Cherokee deserted or what

happened to them afterwards.  The most famous deserter was Junaluska, who had

fought alongside Jackson at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend. Junaluska was captured

near Knoxville and later sent to Indian Territory under military guard.  Junaluska

eventually made his way back to North Carolina and was granted land and citizenship

by the North Carolina legislature in 1847 in recognition of his service in the Creek War.17

Because of the drought conditions and the danger of diseases such as cholera,

Cherokee leaders asked for and were granted permission to delay the journey until the

fall when the weather was more favorable for travel. The army had not prepared for

people to stay in the camps for long periods of time and conditions quickly deteriorated.

Diseases including dysentery, measles and whooping cough spread quickly into

crowded camps and many Cherokee died.  Based on the journal of Reverend Daniel

Butrick, a missionary living among the Cherokee, scholars estimate that between  750

and 1,500 Cherokee died in the camps.18 Among the many Cherokee who died in the

camps was a 90 year old Black woman whose children Nanny and Peter had recently

purchased their mother’s freedom.19 Presumably, Nanny and a large number of other

19 Reverend Daniel Butrick. “The Journal of Reverend Daniel Butrick: Cherokee Removal.” Trail of Tears
Association, Oklahoma Chapter.

18 Will Chavel, “ Insight provided on Cherokee removal camps in Tennessee.”  Cherokee Phoenix,
https://www.cherokeephoenix.org/culture/insight-provided-on-cherokee-removal-camps-in-tennessee/artic
le_45b76296-be31-11eb-bde8-1fcea3e244cd.html accessed 26 May 2021.

17 Viki Rozema, Voices from the Trail of Tears. Winston-Salem, NC. John F. Blair, 2003.
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enslaved people survived the camps and accompanied their enslavers on the journey

west.

When the Cherokee finally began the long journey west, they faced freezing

temperatures and very little food. Reverend Daniel S. Butrick described the ground over

which they traveled as “mostly covered with snow & frozen rain.”20 Along with the

Cherokee, enslaved people on the journey cut firewood, cared for the sick and removed

obstacles on the trail while enduring the same miserable conditions as their enslavers.

Butrick’s journal also records the deaths of many Cherokee including a young woman

who was found dead with her infant in her arms just a few days after giving birth. She

was one of an estimated 4,000 to 5,000 Cherokee who died as a result of removal. The

Cherokee referred to the routes west as  the “trail where they cried,” commonly known

as the Trail of Tears.

Upon reaching Indian Territory, present day Oklahoma, Ross encouraged his

people to establish farms, businesses and schools.21 It was a turbulent time for the

Cherokee Nation due to the split over removal, but Ross retained his power. When the

Civil War began in 1861, Ross first supported the Confederacy, but then shifted his

support to the Union.22 As with the issue of removal, the Cherokee were divided during

the Civil War. Ross was reelected by pro-union Cherokees and continued to be

recognized by the United States as leader of the Cherokee. John Ross remained

Principal Chief of the Cherokee until his death in 1866.23

23 Ibid.
22 Ibid.

21 Taylor-Colbert, Alice, "John Ross." New Georgia Encyclopedia. 2017.
https://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/john-ross-1790-1866 6 July 2018.

20 Ibid.
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Today, the Cherokee Nation is the largest tribe in the United States.  More than

141,000 Cherokee Nation citizens live within the reservation boundaries in northeastern

Oklahoma. The tribe’s businesses generated more than 2.16 billion dollars for

Oklahoma’s economy in 2018. The mission statement of the Cherokee states that “The

Cherokee Nation is committed to protecting our inherent sovereignty, preserving and

promoting Cherokee culture, language and values, and improving the quality of life for

the next seven generations of Cherokee Nation citizens.”24

24 Cherokee Nation, Homepage. https://www.cherokee.org/. Accessed 11 June 2021.
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Indian Removal and the Trail of Tears
Answer each of the following questions using information from the text.  Use each of the highlighted

terms from the text at least once. Answers should be in the form of complete sentences.

1. Why were the Cherokee forced off their land? _______________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2. How did the Cherokee resist removal? _____________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

3. How did some Cherokee leaders cooperate with removal? _____________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

4. How did removal affect the Cherokee? _____________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
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