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ABSTRACT 

The published works of Cherokee history, written from the 

anglo-American cultural perspective, do not discuss how the 

culture and social structure disintegrated between the time of 

European contact and the "Trail of Tears." By reinterpreting 

the events of that period from a Cherokee perspective, the 

author hopes to explain the mechanisms involved in the 

collapse of traditional Cherokee social structures. The roles 

of the War Organization, and of women within that institution, 

are elaborated upon. The great tribal leader. Dragging Canoe, 

is discussed at length. The corruption of American-defined 

tribal leaders within the weakened Cherokee Nation during the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is considered 

as one of the principal factors in the downfall of the 

Cherokee people. 
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PREFACE 

I would like to clarify that any importance this work has 

on its own merits is purely incidental. This thesis is the 

result of motivated self-interest and self-defense. The 

purpose of writing this was to obtain a Master's degree, 

because in the democracy in which I am a reluctant 

participant, the rules are that you have to have a note from 

an institution that says you are qualified to speak about what 

you know. If you have the note, not only are you allowed to 

speak to people, but in return, people will pretend to listen 

to or read what you have to say. The empirical validity of 

what is said is often not important, as long as you can cite 

references. "Where's your documentation?" is a constant 

refrain in academic and pseudo-intellectual circles. No 

matter how incorrect and outrageous a concept may be, citing 

three published references is usually enough to convince the 

most skeptical. To defend myself against those who cannot 

believe that which has not been written down before, I have 

consulted and cited as many references as possible. If these 

do not of themselves prove sufficiently convincing, may I 

suggest that the reader review my sources' sources. If this 

paper contains assertions that are discomfiting to the reader, 

the reference works may represent a more agreeable viewpoint. 

With the reason for this paper's existence elucidated and 

defended, I shall get to the point. 



The objective of this work originally was to reinstitute 

a traditional War Society among the Cherokee Indians of 

Oklahoma. At the outset it must be noted that the objective 

has not been realized. 

To re-establish the War Society, the first priority 

seemed to be to research the ancient structure and attempt to 

lift it, complete, into the present. The simplicity of that 

statement adequately exposes my complete naivete to the 

reality of the proposition. 

My experiences in the U.S. military, and in the Vietnam 

theatre in particular, exposed me to many Indians of other 

tribes. These warriors were all familiar with their 

traditional pasts and all were members of their respective 

tribal War Societies. Most, if not all, of these warriors and 

warrioresses had learned of their warrior traditions and 

tribal ways from their elder relatives in the warrior 

societies. I had often wondered why my people, the Cherokee, 

had no equivalent organization. 

When I first determined that reforming the Cherokee War 

Society would restore to the people a part of their culture 

that had been lost through time, it seemed very simple. I 

would find out how the old War Society had been structured, 

why it was abandoned, take it to the Cherokee elders, and 

observe as the wise old people put it back together. Had I 

known what I now know about the older Cherokee, Cherokee 
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politics, and Cherokee history, I would not have started this 

undertaking. In the first place, I soon realized that there 

was not, nor had there ever been a "War Society" among the 

Cherokee. That term implies a separate body, distinct from 

the society as a whole. Quite the contrary was true: the 

"War Society" was an integral part of the overall structure. 

In fact, it was one half of the tribal government: the Red, 

or War government. 

Questioning the older Cherokee of my own extended family 

proved non-productive and generally distressing. Those 

belonging to my parents' generation were unanimous in their 

refusal to talk and in their admonition to "just leave it 

alone." My grandparents' generation was almost as taciturn, 

and the information its members were able to pass to me was 

meager. I became aware that all knowledge of the Red 

government had faded from my people's grasp. Asking the 

elders I knew outside my family group was just as 

unproductive. No one knew anything firsthand, or even 

secondhand, about the war organization or its functions. Too 

many generations had passed. The only records remaining were 

in books written by whites. Ironically, they had become the 

custodians of my people's heritage. 

The written record proved totally fascinating. Excluding 

accounts of the American involvement in the Vietnam conflict, 

never have I reviewed such conflicting, contradictory, and 
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racially biased documentation. The information that was 

available was in fragments scattered haphazardly in various 

documents. What emerged was no decisive evidence that the war 

organization had been quietly laid to rest; it seemed to just 

fade out. 

As I searched for more information, I began to realize 

that it would be impossible to understand the war organization 

unless I had a clear view of the whole of Cherokee culture and 

life. I may be criticized by the pure scientist for 

attempting to include too much in this work, with too broad a 

focus. To that I would reply that in tribal life, as with 

life in general, nothing occurs in isolation, unrelated to all 

that encompasses it. Like the stone dropped in the pool, the 

ripples radiate out in all directions and disturb the v;aters 

all around. 

Cherokee history in the eighteenth century v/as 

tumultuous. The disintegration of tribal culture, though 

quick, was not faced apathetically by all Cherokee. Most 

historians have glossed over this age of change, no doubt 

considering it difficult or pointless to attempt to make sense 

of the fragmentary records. I have therefore been forced to 

devote the major portion of my work to a reconstruction of the 

history of that period in an effort to understand why the Red 

government failed. By understanding the errors of the past, 

we may avoid them in the future. 



INTRODUCTION 

The first step in recreating the Cherokee v/ar 

organization was to establish that it did, in fact, at one 

time exist. This was verifiable by searching the written 

history. I knew that the war societies of other tribes 

performed many more functions than simply providing bodies for 

battle. The societies filled crucial roles in the daily 

social structure of the tribes. It seemed logical that 

finding out when the social structure of the Cherokee changed 

would answer the question of when the war organization 

disappeared. There should be a gap in the social web where 

the war structure had been. 

It is well-documented that by the early nineteenth 

century, Cherokee social structure had dramatically altered as 

the Cherokee stopped fighting the U.S. and began adopting 

white habits. The last war between the Cherokee and the 

Americans ended in 1794. The succeeding years saw a series of 

concessions, culminating with the forced removal of the 

Cherokee to Indian Territory in the 1830's. The place to look 

for the war organization's demise was in the decades prior to 

the 1830's. 

As in all tribal cultures, no one fragment of Cherokee 

culture can be pulled away from the whole cloth. The only v;ay 

to gain a clear understanding of the war organization's place 

in the structure is to look at Cherokee society holistically. 
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Of invaluable assistance in understanding Cherokee social 

structure prior to the changes of the nineteenth century was 

Fred Gearing's book titled Priests and Warriors; social 

structures for Cherokee politics in the 18th centurv (1962). 

Gearing's conclusions are that ancient Cherokee government was 

a theocracy ruled by an elaborate priesthood (one of his 

sources was John Howard Payne's extensive work). Rennard 

Strickland (1975) states unequivocally that a dual priesthood 

divided between peace and war functions was in charge of the 

Cherokee body politic in ancient times. Emmett Starr (1984) 

does not directly state this, but does suggest it in the first 

chapter of his work. Paula Gunn Allen (1986) notes obliquely 

the priesthood and women's roles in it. Ms. Allen's work 

focuses on an issue that had also attracted my attention in 

other works. Women warriors are mentioned in all the sources. 

After a seemingly obligatory mention each writer refused to or 

could not elaborate on what appeared to be a vital component 

of the warrior society. 

So there is extensive substantiation that there had 

indeed been a warrior element tied integrally to Cherokee 

government and religion, an institution of Cherokee society 

that not only had male warriors and war chiefs, but also 

female warriors, including the War Women, who played an equal 

if not occasionally dominant role. 

For reasons that at the outset appeared mysterious to me, 
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the written history showed an overall disregard of women and 

their role in the social structure. I will return to this 

concern later. Suffice at this point to say that since the 

Cherokee had been, and still are to a limited degree a 

matriarchal society, this oversight was disturbing to me 

personally. But before I could attack that problem I still 

needed to as much as possible ascertain the form, structure, 

and overall function of the warrior element. 

All of the sources available agreed that at the earliest 

anglo contact, the Cherokee tribe was a rather loose 

conglomeration of autonomous towns that met together annually 

at a religious event known contemporaneously as the "hard corn 

festival." At this time the tribe as a whole unit met in 

council and discussed and debated issues of tribal concern 

until an agreeable consensus was reached. This was also a 

time of cleansing and renewal on a national basis. This 

religious ceremony was one of a series of annual events that 

totalled seven. The other six were evidently conducted on a 

local basis in each town. 

More than anything else, it was the clans which 
linked the chiefdoms with each other. When 
Cherokee chiefdoms of a region did cooperate with 
each other it was only when some crisis forced them 
to cooperate, and even then they often acted with 
no regard for other regions... (W)hen the British 
wanted the cooperation of all the Cherokees, they 
found this lack of unity maddening. They had to 
treat all Cherokee chiefs with egual respect. The 
Cherokees as a whole were not a body politic until 
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the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
when they formed a state organization to resist 
being removed from their native soil. (Hudson, 
1976, pp. 238-239) 

Of more immediate concern to me was the organization of 

the town body politic. James Adair (1930) records that the 

early Cherokee were governed by a dual priesthood. Woodward 

(1963) asserts in her work The Cherokees; 

Each Cherokee town was governed by two chiefs - a 
White Chief for peace time and a Red Chief for war 
time. The chief in power occupied an ottoman in 
the "holy area" or west half of the Town House. 
The Red Chief or war chief, when in power, sat 
closer to the sacred fire that burned in the center 
of the Town House than did the White Chief, the Red 
Chief being considered the more important of the 
two. (p. 43) 

Rennard Strickland (197 5) states in his work on Cherokee law: 

Each Cherokee village had two distinct governmental 
structures, a white, or peace, government and a 
red, or war government. The white government was 
supreme in all respects except the making of war. 
During times of peace the white government 
controlled all tribal affairs. In times of war the 
red government was in control of all tribal 
affairs. The white government was essentially a 
stable theocracy composed of the older wiser men of 
the tribe, who constituted a tribal gerontocracy. 
The red organization was, on the other hand, 
flexible, responsive to changing conditions and 
controlled by the younger warriors, (p. 24) 

In summation, the traditional governmental structure v;as 

a priesthood, led by white or peace priests with a second 

government led by red or war priests. But rather than 
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operating distinctly—either one or the other in power—as 

only the later documenters have asserted, reading contemporary 

accounts strongly suggests that they operated concurrently, 

each branch assuming its duties as required- The white 

government was evidently the civil government, directing 

everyday civic and social affairs of the autonomous towns as 

well as regulating the times of the seven annual feasts. 

This left international and intertribal relations in the 

hands of the red government. Any event outside the tribe, 

whether peaceful or warlike, would be under the purvey of the 

red government. 

This interpretation casts a different light on written 

Cherokee history. It means that the early recorders dealt 

with war chiefs, not the leaders of everyday life. This v/ould 

be analogous to the modern custom of sending secretaries of 

state or foreign ministers to negotiate treaties and pacts, so 

that it is not necessary that the heads of the domestic 

governments meet. Foreign policy would be decided by the 

council, but the war chiefs had a great deal of autonomy in 

executing foreign policy, and were more directly accountable 

to their warriors. 

Cherokee history as it is presently documented is 

inarguably recorded by and from the perspective of the white 

race. The oppressors, the enemy, were the writers of our 

history, and put it down with their own peculiar biases. The 
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recorders—Adair, Bartram, and the others—unavoidably carried 

their cultural baggage into their writings on the Cherokee. 

Though probably well-intentioned, they were unable, possibly 

unwilling, to see the Cherokee as they really were. Today we 

are left with a history that is incomplete, probably incorrect 

in many details of Cherokee life, and unquestionably 

culturally biased. 

The war organization's history is a most glaring example 

of this. Little is recorded of this essential element of 

Cherokee social structure. Most histories tend to ignore it, 

and choose to concentrate on the Cherokee's purported 

ascendance to one of the Five Civilized Tribes, thereby 

camouflaging the descent of the tribe's leaders into 

treachery, deceit, and loss of honor. 

I doubt that the American Indians were the first race to 

confront the fact that Europe's rulers were generally a 

dishonorable group, many barely out of their teens, who relied 

on treachery to achieve their ends. Their lack of integrity 

should have become evident to the Cherokee soon after British 

contact. It did to some, such as the great war leader 

Dragging Canoe. Unfortunately, the written record suggests 

that the Cherokee leadership after 17 50 was plagued by a 

similar lack of integrity. This infection proved as deadly to 

the Cherokee people as the smallpox virus that killed and 

maimed so many people during the eighteenth century. The 



results were much the same: destruction and dissolution 

the Cherokee people and their society. 
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A LEGACY OF CONFLICT 

The Cherokee described themselves as a peace-loving 

people. But few cultures have integrated warfare into their 

social structures with as high a degree of sophistication. 

The historic accounts suggest that the Cherokee were 

surrounded on all sides by their enemies and that Cherokee 

abilities in warfare were highly regarded. Intratribal 

violence was so common that towns of refuge were set up to 

protect people from clan revenge. War was even integrated 

into the religion. 

The early Cherokee informants seem to have painted a 

portrait of ancient Cherokee society as they would liked it to 

have been, and probably not as it actually was. The image 

that a researcher gets from reading Payne, Bartram, Adair, 

Buttrick, and others is of a time just previous to the coming 

of the whites that was idyllic and peaceful. 

The creation of an idealized past is not uncommon in 

human nature. Even today Americans seem to regard the 19 60's 

with memories that appear totally incognizant of the facts. 

Far from being a period of peace, love, and brotherhood, it 

was a time of confrontation, war, and savagery that exploded 

on the streets of America. Sometimes the facts are simply too 

unpleasant to recollect. 

Even now some tribal members promulgate that myth, 
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claiming without any foundation that warfare was unknown among 

the Cherokee until its introduction by the Europeans. And it 

is not surprising that curious white investigators in the 

1700's should hear of a world just past that was one of peace 

and prosperity, ruled or led by a benevolent priesthood, whose 

major motivation was the preservation of an ethereal golden 

age. 

But neither myth is accurate. James Mooney records one 

oral tradition of what was clearly a revolt of the citizens 

against a corrupt priesthood, the Kootenai. The Kootenai v/ere 

evidently a clan of hereditary male priests. They became 

arrogant and abusive of their power, going as far as to simply 

take any woman that appealed to them. Simmering resentment 

broke out into war when a warrior returned from a battle to 

find his wife kidnapped; the people joined in his anger and 

exterminated the Kootenai. After that, no political or 

laligious title passed down through families; until the 20th 

century, individual merit was the only criterion for holding 

office. 

But certain elements of Cherokee religion have remained 

constant throughout the centuries. Fire is the physical 

representation of the life spirit within all living things, 

and also symbolic of the connection between heaven and earth. 

Early Cherokee religion centered around the sacred fire that 

burned in the council house, kindled of seven specific woods, 
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tended by the priests and relighted annually in both spring 

and fall. The sacred fire had two distinct parts: the white 

or peace element of the fire, and the red or war element. It 

is not known if this dichotomy was present at the beginning of 

Cherokee tribal existence or if it was developed at a later 

time. What is certain is that the division existed and 

extended through the political structure. Bartram (198 0) 

singled out the war priest as "a person of great pov/er and 

consequence in the state." (p. 315) Grace Steele Woodward 

(1963) accords greater importance to the red, or war chief 

than to the white chiefs, and inaccurately adds "[t]his of 

course was because war, to the Cherokee, was infinitely more 

important and desirable than peace." (p.43) Such an absurd 

statement can only be regarded as a romantic sentiment coined 

by someone who never experienced threats to their physical or 

psychological comforts, and was blissfully unaware of the 

horrors of war. The Cherokee were no more warlike than they 

were innocent of war. They were people who developed a 

extraordinary standard of oratory to avoid physical conflict, 

and who regarded their most effective speakers more highly 

than their greatest war leaders. Whenever possible, they 

settled disputes with discussion or stickball matches. War 

was considered the ultimate failure of the humanity, and v/as 

undertaken very seriously. 

Although minor regional variations occurred, all of the 
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written histories present town life as virtually consistent 

across the spectrum of the Cherokee Empire. And indeed it was 

an empire, albeit a modest one, conceived by conquest and 

maintained with difficulty. 

Linguistic analysis suggests that the Cherokee separated 

from the Iroquois about 3,500 years ago. (King, 1979) It is 

not far-fetched to suggest that the Cherokee had intimate and 

firsthand knowledge of war for over a hundred generations. 

Although recorded by the nineteenth century ethnographers as 

a people who professed adherence to the white path of peace, 

fighting only to defend their families and land, the Cherokee 

were very aggressive peace-lovers. According to Mooney's 

(1982) record: "The most ancient tradition concerning the 

Cherokee appears to be the Delaware tradition of the expulsion 

of the Talligewi from the north, as first noted by the 

missionary Heckewelder in 1819, and published more fully by 

Brinton in the Walam Plum in 1885." (p. 18) The Walam Plum is 

an epic account of Delaware history. The tradition recalls 

that the Delawares, advancing from the west, were initially 

stymied by a powerful people called Alligewi or Talligev/i, who 

occupied the country upon a river which was probably the upper 

Phio. This tribe apparently built on a regular basis earthen 

fortifications in which they defended themselves so well that 

the Delawares were prompted to enlist the aid of the Iroquois. 
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After a warfare that extended over many years the 

Alligewi finally received a crushing defeat at the hands of 

the combined force of Delaware and Iroquois. The survivors 

retreated down the river and surrendered the land to the 

invaders. The Delaware and Iroquois divided the country 

between them, with the latter choosing the land around the 

Great Lakes while the former took possession of the lands to 

the south and east. 

In the Walam Plum an appendix follows the fortunes of the 

defeated tribe up to the beginning of the recording of anglo-

American history. The chronicle tells that after the 

Talligewi were defeated, eleven Delaware chiefs ruled before 

the Nanticoke and Shawnee separated from the grandmother 

Delaware tribe and migrated to the south. After six more 

chiefs ruled, the seventh travelled to the "Talega" Mountains. 

By this point the Delaware empire extended to the Atlantic 

coast. Eventually it appears that the Mohicans and Munsee 

separated from the Delaware and moved to the northeast. Then 

after six more chiefs white people are reported as having come 

from the eastern sea. Mooney (1982) writes that this 

"probably meant the landing of the Dutch on Manhattan in 

1609." (p. 19) That is likely true, since it is doubtful that 

any previous excursions by whites without a permanent 

settlement would have made any lasting impact on tradition, 

and we can use this as a marker signaling the beginning of the 



seventeenth century. Two more Delaware chiefs then rule, and 

the second is said to have fought in the south in the land of 

the "Talega" and "Koweta" (the Creeks). The fourth chief after 

the beginning of the 1500's also fought against the "Talega." 

If we can assume that "Talega" is a later linguistic form of 

"Talligewi," as is commonly done, and make the linguistic link 

to "Tsalagi," and then to "Cherokee", there exists a record of 

approximately seven centuries during which the Cherokee are 

known to have engaged in war with the Delaware, and to have 

been known by a tribal/national name. 

The ancient feud with the Delaware is not unique in 

Cherokee history. They evidently refined their skills at v/ar 

by practicing them with most of the tribes they came in 

contact with. 

The Wyandot confirm the Delaware story and fix the 
identification of the expelled tribe. According to 
their tradition, as narrated in 1802, the ancient 
fortifications in the Ohio Valley had been erected 
in the course of a long war between themselves and 
the Cherokee, which resulted finally in the defeat 
of the latter. (Mooney, 1982, p. 162) 

With the view of war as not only a common, but 

inevitable, state of human affairs, it is not surprising that 

Cherokee social and political structures were heavily affected 

by war, necessitating the establishment of a complete branch 

of government to carry it out. The structure of the v;ar 

government of the towns was parallel to the peace government. 
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A council of seven experienced warriors, a chief chosen by all 

warriors, and other officers composed this branch. Creating 

policy was not the province of the war chief. His 

responsibility was simply to carry out the decisions of the 

people as spoken by the councils. The war chief walked a fine 

line. If peace was desirable, the war chief and his 

assistants would handle negotiations. But if terms could not 

be arrived at, the war chief would be told simply to fight. 

It was the skill and experience of the red chief and council, 

and their ability to inspire and lead that would determine the 

outcome of Cherokee foreign policy. 

In Cherokee culture, no individual was ever allowed to 

get away with infringing on another's liberties. The state of 

slavery among the Cherokee was considered an unfortunate 

accident of fate; the person taken slave was in the wrong 

place at the wrong time (black slavery was introduced to the 

tribe by the always innovative Nancy Ward), and a slave's 

child was born into freedom. Every child of a Cherokee mother 

was considered born equal, and the only prestige any person 

could hope to obtain was through superior virtue or oratory 

prowess. A warrior would not accept payment for performing 

virtuous or heroic deeds since those, ipso facto, were v/hat 

warriors were supposed to do if need arose: "...they esteem 

themselves bound to live and die in defense of their county." 

(Adair, 1930, p. 406) The councilors rewarded the worthy v/ith 
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titles of honor, according to their merit as orators or the 

number of enemy scalps they returned with. It was the 

warriors' duty to avenge "crying blood," ennoble themselves 

through bravery in combat, to return cheerfulness to a 

mourning country, to inspire the youth to emulate them in 

guarding the Beloved people (the elders) and children from 

danger, and to avenge the wrongs brought against their 

country. 

Every warrior held personal integrity and love of clan 

and country above all else, even life itself. It is reported 

that among warriors there was no such thing as desertion in 

war, since no one was conscripted, and no person was compelled 

to lead the life of a warrior. 

The war leaders were not fond of waging war; in long, 

deliberate councils they considered all the attending 

circumstances of warfare. There were alternative actions to 

war that were preferable. Restitution was one, and the stick-

ball game was another. Diplomacy was usually preferable to 

warfare since war quite clearly demonstrated the failure of 

reason. The status of orators suggest the high regard 

Cherokee held for intelligence and the power of persuasion 

over brute force. 

As Gearing (1962) put it, "in Cherokee minds, war was 

simply less natural than peace." (p. 52) If it v/as decided 

that war was the only solution to a conflict, the red 



24 

government took charge of its implementaticn. The first step 

was the ritual removal of the love of social order and the 

religious hindrances that prevented war. A "war captain" (war 

chief) would announce his intention of invading the common 

enemy as determined by the council. He then flew the war 

standard (a red flag or banner streaked with broad strokes of 

black) over his winter house (a large sweat lodge), and beat 

a drum as he circled the house three times in a counter

clockwise direction, singing the war-song and sounding the v;ar 

whoops. During this activity the warriors that chose to join 

the war party armed themselves, took a small bag of corn-flour 

for rations, and gathered at the war chief's home to prepare 

ceremonially for war. They entered into the winter house, 

separating themselves spiritually and physically from the 

town, and lived there for three days and nights (not counting 

the first day). They purified themselves by fasting during 

this time and observing certain ceremonies. Only after this 

ritual period could they depart for war, having invoked the 

war medicine or power essential for health and success in war. 

Without this sanctification, no warrior would have dared go to 

war. 

The purification ceremonies did not simply prepare the 

warriors emotionally for battle. The purpose of the rituals 

was to establish special lines of communication with God; to 

ask for a dispensation, in effect, to commit acts which v;ere 



considered intolerable under normal circumstances. The 

complete separation between "normal" life and the war path 

thus extended from the temporal into the spiritual realm. The 

immense destructive power granted to those who invoked the war 

medicine was not taken lightly; if unleashed, it could easily 

destroy not only the enemy, but the warriors and their town as 

well. The only way to guard against catastrophe was to 

strictly obey all of the rules laid down for the power's safe 

use. 

The regulations imposed upon a war party governed every 

aspect of their behavior: the way they moved, the way they 

rested, even the way they took nourishment. On the war trail 

the head warrior (not the chief) rationed out the food and 

water by an explicitly stated rule. They apparently did not 

sleep at all, arriving at the battleground exhausted, and 

totally reliant on the power of the war medicine to sustain 

them. 

Adair accompanied one war expedition, and mentions v;hat 

may be the most mysterious of all the Cherokee war practices. 

The war chief and the appointed head warrior took turns 

carrying "the ark," a small wooden box containing several 

consecrated vessels made by the oldest Beloved or War Women. 

This ark, which was evidently the principal conduit for much 

of the war medicine, was never allowed to touch ground v/hile 

the chief or head warrior still lived. Adair observed that 



26 

these arks were carried by all the Five Tribes. Each town 

apparently had its own. They were held in such awe that no 

victor would dare to pick up the fallen ark of a vanquished 

town. The significance of these arks is completely lost; some 

oral histories remember their existence, but apparently no one 

living knows what power was represented by these vessels. 

After their return from a v/ar expedition, other 

ceremonies were observed to enable the warriors to resume 

their normal lives. Tradition dictated that anyone who had 

shed human blood became impure, and could not approach the 

council or central fire. Thus there was a subsequent period 

of three days and nights of fasting, again exclusive of the 

first broken day, and purifications which must be undergone to 

allow the warriors to return to the rest of the people. The 

purpose quite clearly was to undo the war medicine, either 

through returning the awesome force to God or by dissipating 

it. (Adair, 1930, pp. 406-416) 

Gearing (1962) also quotes Adair, "who, speaking of 

southeastern tribes generally, said: 

[They hold] that man was not born in a state of 
war; and as they reckon they are become impure by 
shedding human blood, they hasten to observe the 
fast of three days...and be sanctified..." 

War was referred to in terms which...connotated 
negative feeling: when hostilities broke out, the 
path became dark, dirty, bloody... (p. 52) 
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The establishment of ritual purification ceremonies 

reflect the world view of a people who have been a long time 

at war. With the violence of their history made fresh with 

almost each generation, it is apparent that war and the red 

government were indispensable, integral elements of the 

Cherokee world. 

It is tragic that the importance of the red government's 

structure and functions were not clearly understood and 

recorded by contemporary historians. The details of its 

organization have been lost, and what remains is largely 

conjecture and interpretation. There remains among the 

Cherokee themselves little more than scraps of war medicine 

and the accompanying ceremonies, and no more than a vague 

memory of the red government itself. 

Strickland delineates a possible analysis of the 

structure of the war organization in his book Fire and the 

Spirits. Strickland's work (1975) concentrated on aspects of 

control and coercion in the social relations among Cherokee, 

and he puts a great deal of emphasis on these elements. His 

proposed structure seems to reflect that. 

The red organization was composed of the following 
officers: (1) Great Red War Chief, (2) Great War 
Chief's Second, (3) Seven War Councilors to order 
war, (4) Beloved, Pretty, or War Women, (5) Chief 
War Speaker, and (6) Messengers, ceremonial 
officers, and war scouts or titled men. The Chief, 
Second Chief, and War Councilors served as the red 
court. The War Women served in a similar capacity 
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to judge the fate of captives and other prisoners 
of the war. (p. 26) 

Grace Steele Woodward (1963) writes: 

To aggrandi?-e war, the honorary war titles of 
"Outacite" (Mankiller) or "Colonah" (The Raven) 
were conferred on young warriors who distinguished 
themselves in battle. And women who had 
distinguished themselves in war were given the 
title of "Ghigau" (Beloved Woman) [actually War 
Woman] and made members of the Cherokee war 
council, (pp. 33-34) 

It would appear from the appraisals of the early English 

colonists that there was a general dislike among them for the 

elevated status of Cherokee women. James Adair seems to have 

deplored the Cherokee practice of admitting women to the war 

councils, and of the freedom the women had (unlike other red 

races he was familiar with.) Adair noted with distaste the 

political influence of the women, and evidently felt that the 

change to a male-dominated society would be a great 

improvement- Henry Timberlake, in his Memoirs (1948), refers 

with an apparent lack of enthusiasm to the Cherokee custom of 

permitting female chiefs to decide the fate of prisoners and, 

by the "wave of a swan's wing, deliver a wretch condemned by 

the council, and already tied to the stake." (p. 65) 

The preceding examples indicate clearly that Cherokee 

women, or at least a certain number of them, held a great 

degree of political power. Woodward (1963) writes: 
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Custom dictated that an assemblage of war women or 
Pretty Women be present at every war council. And 
since the war women had themselves won previous 
honors in wars and were the mothers of warriors, 
they played an important role in Cherokee war 
councils. Seated in the 'holy area,' these women 
sagely counselled the Red Chief on strategy, time 
of attack, and other weighty matters related to 
war." (p. 43) 

Unfortunately, Ms. Woodward gives no reference or source 

for such a powerful statement. But many of the earliest 

chroniclers give testimony to the importance of women in the 

red/war government's structure and decisions. To get a 

clearer picture of the whole structure, the role of women and 

their functions in Cherokee government must be uncovered. 



30 

THE ROLE OF HISTORIANS IN CULTURAL ANNIHILATION 

When I began to search for information on the role of 

women in Cherokee history I again ran into the major flaw in 

all of my research material. All the primary sources were 

written by anglo-European men with a western anglo-saxon 

Protestant view of the world in general, and as such they 

regarded women from that perspective. Adair's comment about 

the "petticoat government" registers his dislike of women 

having any power at all. William Bartram's pastoral prose 

records only how attractive the women were, and his joy at 

observing their scantily clad forms. As a male, I can 

appreciate Bartram's rapture at discovering those visions of 

female pulchritude, although it is not particularly helpful in 

understanding Cherokee social structure. Henry Timberlake 

does not add a great deal of knowledge with his rather cursory 

mentions of women. And the later writers, aside from making 

occasional mention of the fact that Cherokee social structure 

was matrilineal and matrilocal, treat the women as though they 

were invisible. 

This Judeo-Christian patriarchal view has entirely 

altered our own vision of ourselves and our women. F e w 

Cherokee remain who know anything of their history prior to 

the conquest of North America by the European hordes. The 

most crippling legacy of the anglo chroniclers is the lack of 



knowledge among modern Cherokee of the importance of women. 

For a society that was and to a great extent still is 

matriarchal, and founded on religious principles wherein the 

sun (the grandmother) and the earth (the mother) were female, 

the transition to Protestant Christianity must have involved 

tremendous social upheaval. The few historical references to 

Cherokee women show quite clearly that the war women played 

critically important roles in the operation of the red 

government. Their exclusion from dealings with whites 

contributed to tribal factionalism and the disintegration of 

consensual rule. And the introduction, in the early 

nineteenth century, of an exclusively male legislative body 

politic, replacing the former autonomous town councils, must 

also have been attended by enormous political and social 

turmoil. 

Those who recorded events in Cherokee country were 

culturally unable to see the importance of women with anything 

other than distaste. Thanks to their myopia, we have a total 

lack of documentation of the most devastating event in 

Cherokee history: the usurpation of the matriarchy and 

traditional life by an imposed patriarchal government and 

religion. The resultant tragedy and chaos of the nineteenth 

century are probably directly related to this upheaval. 

Up until the intrusion of the Europeans into the Cherokee 

world, history was preserved by the Cherokee via oral 
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tradition, and passed from one generation to the next. 

According to Payne's work, it appears that the method of this 

transmission was centered in the priesthood. While effective, 

this also meant that Cherokee history, culture, and language 

were always only one generation from extinction. 

The oral tradition is much more than just a record of a 

people's culture. It is a living body, the creative source of 

the people's collective and individual selves. It is in 

continuous flux, and that fluidity enables it to accommodate 

the reality of the people's present world. If it is tampered 

with by outsiders, the sense of self is also tampered with, 

and when that alteration includes the intrusion of sexist and 

racially prejudiced assumptions where they never before 

existed, then the consequences are culturally devastating. 

As a living body in continuous adaptation, able to mold 

itself to present reality, therein lies the beauty and 

strength of oral tradition; but therein also lies its fatal 

flaw. When a people finds itself in proximity to a racist, 

class-conscious, and sexist reality, the probability is that 

the oral tradition will reflect that situation and those 

values and begin to direct the people's perception to accept 

and eventually include racism, class stratification and 

consciousness, and sexism. This leads to the gradual 

incorporation within the culture of those different values, at 

first perhaps imperceptibly, but eventually profoundly 



altering the whole world view of the people. Clearly, if the 

oral tradition can be altered in certain fundamental ways so 

that alien cultural elements can be insinuated, upsetting its 

internal coherence, it then becomes the most powerful 

instrument of colonization and oppression and thus can be used 

at a later date as the principal tool of repression as the 

colonized group itself becomes the major agent of 

assimilation. In essence, this is perfect colonTzation: the 

trustees of the people's culture and identity become the pav/ns 

of the enemy. 

Such alterations have occurred with Cherokee society and 

are still occurring. Those who transcribed and translated 

Cherokee narratives and oral history made certain crucial 

changes, many unconscious. The cultural bias of the 

translator ultimately shapes his or her perception of the 

material being translated, and the different cultural biases 

of the recorder/documenter alter it even more. What we are 

left with is an extremely clouded window through which to try 

to view the past. It's like looking at a stained glass 

window; a casual observer sees only the image created by the 

glass. The real view of history beyond the windov/ is 

obfuscated and often destroyed by the distorted and colored 

images of the makers of the window. History is fragile, 

especially the cultural and social history of a preliterate 

people; what really existed can be irredeemably destroyed by 
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a stroke of the conqueror's pen. 

Since culture is the fundamental instrument that forms 

perception, any difference in the cultures of the observer and 

the observed results in a difference of perspective and 

interpretation of reality. Language shapes and is shaped by 

the cultural perceptions of a people. English-language 

transcription of oral histories from other cultures and 

languages alters the actual histories because of the 

tremendous differences in the languages. Language embodies 

the unspoken assumptions and orientations of the culture to 

which it belongs, of the mental and physical terrain of its 

people. Translation is not simply word equivalencies; it is 

complicated by differences of perception and context. Much is 

lost in the translation; English often has no words that 

correspond to the images and usage of words in Cherokee, or 

any non-European language, especially when the concepts are 

removed from the context of their origin. 

Cherokee oral tradition was like the culture it 

originated in, explicitly tied to the land where its creators 

were born, nourished, and raised. The loss and alteration of 

the oral tradition over the last three hundred years, combined 

with the unceasing assaults on Cherokee culture froin 

Christianization, secularization, economic dislocation by the 

"civilizing" anglo-European governments, and the destruction 

and theft of their homeland, led to staggering cultural 



changes. The Cherokee, viewed from the anglo historic 

perspective, seem to have done little to try to stop the 

changes. This does not mean that Cherokee were and are not 

aware of the enormity of the cultural alterations that they 

have been forced to undergo by three hundred years of white 

assault, but it must be noted that much of that change has 

occurred at such deep psychological levels that the Cherokee 

of today view much if not all of the anglo-European records of 

history as a true image of their past. The irony here is that 

it makes most Cherokee today unreliable and uninformed sources 

of their own history, compounding the difficulty of accurately 

tracing the structure and functions of the war organization, 

if not rendering it virtually impossible. 

Regard for and respect for the feminine aspect is 

essential if a scholar or researcher is to get a reasonably 

semi-accurate picture of Cherokee history. But written 

history has been the exclusive arena of male-oriented modes of 

consciousness since the first records. Many recent v/orks in 

this area reflect that same initial bias even when written by 

female scholars and historians. This male-dominant bias has 

seriously subverted understanding of Cherokee life and 

philosophy, distorting it in ways that are sometimes obvious 

but most often invisible. 

What often can be viewed as a misinterpretation caused by 

language is more often a deliberate misrepresentation based on 



sexual prejudice. When applied to the Cherokee cultural 

system, the Christianized, patriarchal perspective of the 

world becomes totally invalid. Because of its opposing vision 

it transforms the ideas, priorities, and raw data of the 

Cherokee into a history totally unrecognizable to Cherokee who 

are aware of their past. A description is presented that too 

often is entirely in opposition to Cherokee philosophies and 

beliefs. 



MOTHERS OF THE NATION 

One thing that can be logically deduced from recorded 

Cherokee history is that the women probably enjoyed a position 

of real political and economic power equal to, if not greater 

than, that of the men. An excellent work on the position of 

women within Native American societies is The Sacred Hoop: 

Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions by Paula 

Gunn Allen. As part of her work has been to strip away the 

patriarchal orientation from history, I have referenced her 

work liberally throughout this section. 

As noted previously, Cherokee social structure was based 

on complementary dualities such as the presence of a red and 

a white chief in each town. These positions were held by both 

men and women and corresponded to internal and external tribal 

affairs. They were both spiritual and temporal positions. 

The white chief functioned to effect internal harmony and 

peace among the members of the town and coordinated domestic 

affairs. The red chief, known also as the War Chief, presided 

over relations with other tribes and other Cherokee tov/ns, 

conveyed the will of his town with regard to foreign affairs, 

and officiated over events that took people away from the 

town. 

This duality, complementary rather than oppositional, v.'as 

analogous to the sacred fire that burned in the council house 
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of every town. The fire represented the external and internal 

relationship of the sun and earth. 

That is, the core/womb of the earth is inward fire 
as the heart of heaven, the sun, is external fire. 
The Cherokee and their northern cousins the 
Iroquois acknowledge the femaleness of both fires: 
the sun is female to them both, as is the earth. 
(Allen, 1986, p. 19) 

When I was a child, I was taught by my great-aunt to call 

the sun "Grandmother" and the earth "Mother." The sun's 

warmth and light nourish all beings, even during the winter 

cold. The earth provides food, drink, shelter, clothes, and 

teaches us discipline. Between them they provide all that our 

bodies need^ and much of what our spirits crave. The moon, 

regarded by many other traditions as female, is our father: 

cold, distant, and often not present at all. His light is 

merely the reflection of the grandmother's light and bears no 

warmth. His light camouflages true colors, rendering the 

world in shadows of black and gray. He must operate in 

darkness, and deal in the realms of illusion and death. 

The fact that women and their position in the tribe were 

given high regard is well-documented. The reasons for such 

respect are intimately connected to the Cherokee world view. 

In almost all tribal peoples, the power to create, to give 

rise to new life, is revered above the ability to destroy. 

The Judeo-Christian peoples expressed this reverence and 
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simultaneously attempted to legitimize the patriarchal system 

by evolving male creators who endowed women with the "burden" 

of bearing new life. The Cherokees were initially unable to 

comprehend such a reversal of roles, and did not understand 

how the whites were able to make vital decisions without 

consulting their women. Attacullaculla (Little Carpenter) , 

the Beloved Woman Nancy Ward's uncle, 

had attended a council in Charles Town, where he 
was shocked when he found no women present among 
the representatives of the British colonists. When 
Little Carpenter asked whether it was not true that 
"White Men as well as Red were born of Women," he 
left the British stammering for an answer." 
(Hudson, 1976, p. 269) 

Mooney (1982) recorded a Cherokee tradition that 

reflected the equal partnership of even the first man and 

woman; Kana'Ti and Selu. The man Kana'Ti hunted meat for his 

family from animals kept in darkness in a magical cave. The 

woman Selu provided corn and beans from her own body, and upon 

her death left the legacy of corn to the Cherokee. (pp. 242-

249) 

The story reflects not only the equally important and 

complementary roles of men and women, but demonstrates the 

special attributes of women. Selu's ability to provide 

nourishment from her own body, without external resource, 

becomes permanent. She gives life to the staples of Cherokee 

diet even after her own death- The male figure, though he 
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lives longer, contributes the equally important, but entirely 

external and transitory resource of meat. 

In the story, even though Selu is betrayed and murdered 

by her birth son and her adopted son (the "wild boy"), she 

does not seek to punish them or withhold the food she is able 

to provide them. Kana'Ti, unharmed by the boys, shows his 

disgust for their actions by leaving them after her murder and 

even counseling with the wolves to have the boys killed. The 

boys avoid this revenge only through cunning and magic. 

The female is portrayed as constant and life-giving, 

bearing fruit even after her death. The males, all of them, 

are killers—hunters and murderers. Disobedient, deceitful, 

and extremely transitory, they are constantly moving from one 

place to another. But what accounts for this perception of 

female permanence as opposed to the fickleness of men? 

I believe the answer to this lies in the corn. When corn 

springs forth from where Selu's blood fell upon the ground, it 

signifies that woman, specifically her blood, is the source of 

life. Even the "wild boy" of the story sprang from the water 

and blood at the place where Selu cleaned the animals her 

husband brought in from the hunt. 

The water of life, menstrual or postpartum blood, 
was held sacred. Sacred often means taboo; that 
is, what is empowered in a ritual sense is not to 
be touched or approached by any who are weaker than 
the power itself, lest they suffer negative 
consequences from contact. The blood of woman was 
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in and of itself infused with the power of Supreme 
Mind, and so women were held in awe and respect. 
(Allen, 1986, p. 28) 

It surely did not escape the notice of tribal men that a 

man could not shed a great quantity of his own blood and live, 

like women did on a regular basis, nor could a man give life, 

i.e., bear children. 

The term sacred, which is connected with power, is 
similar in meaning to the term sacrifice, which 
means "to make sacred." What is made sacred is 
empowered. Thus, in the old way, sacrificing meant 
empowering, which is exactly what it still means to 
American Indians who adhere to traditional 
practice. Blood was and is used in sacrifice 
because it possesses the power to make something 
else powerful or, conversely, to weaken or kill it. 
Pre-contact American Indian women valued their role 
as vitalizers because they understood that bearing, 
like bleeding, was a transformative ritual act. 
Through their own bodies they could bring vital 
beings into the world -a miraculous power unrivaled 
by mere shamanic displays. They were mothers, and 
that word implied the highest degree of status in 
ritual cultures... The old ones were empowered by 
the certain knowledge that the power to make life 
is the source and model for all ritual magic and 
that no other power can gainsay it. Nor is that 
power really biological at base; it is the power of 
ritual magic, the power of Thought, of Mind, that 
gives rise to biological organisms as it gives rise 
to social organizations, material culture... 
(Allen, 1986, p. 28) 

Selu's spilled blood contained her creative and nurturing 

powers, which endured even after her death. The ability to 

give life was inherited from her by all women. Menstrual and 

postpartum blood are symbols of the continuous renewal of life 
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by the feminine aspect. 

Blood—human or animal—was the expression of the life-

force made tangible. Men could not give rise to new life: 

they could only kill, and bring an end to life. They were not 

innately endowed with the full power of blood, but could only 

obtain it vicariously. The practice of "scratching" (cutting 

the arms and bodies of men, so that their blood flowed freely) 

was a way of empowering the men ceremonially. 

As many traditional Indian people see it, women who are 

at the peak of their fertility are imbued with power unrivaled 

by men or man-made objects. Among traditional Cherokees a 

woman on her menstrual cycle is not allowed to touch or even 

come near to certain religious objects, or men that practice 

certain religious vows and ceremonies, lest they overpov/er, 

neutralize, alter, or totally negate any male-owned or 

dominated sacred object or ritual. Conversely, important 

ceremonies cannot be held without the presence of women. Some 

ceremonies require a virgin or virgins, uncorrupted by the 

death shadow of men. Others require pregnant women and still 

others post-menopausal women. Apparently, from Payne's 

account, women during their menstrual cycle were segregated 

from the company of the men of the town, but on occasions men 

were also segregated, such as after having killed another 

human being in war. Each ceremonial ritual depends on a 

certain balance of power, and women within the phases of 



womanhood were used to empower those rites. This is in 

complete contrast to the patriarchal, male-dominated 

perspective of the anglo-Europeans who feared and loathed 

women with their Christian fervor. It is a view of reality 

that clearly delineates tribal peoples from feudal and 

industrial peoples. 

With the oral tradition dependent on a following 

generation, and the women being the bearers of life, their 

role becomes extremely important to the tribe. They truly 

were the "mothers of the nation," and it was assumed that 

their interests were those of their children, and by 

extension, those of the whole clan, town, and tribe. This 

regard for the importance of women's voices and views clearly 

was the reason that they had an equal and complementary role 

in the political structure. 

In the story of Kana'Ti and Selu, after Selu's murder 

Kana'Ti left the home to the two boys. This reflects the 

matrilineal and matrilocal system of the Cherokees. Among the 

Cherokee, every child belongs to the clan of its mother. The 

clan women (not just the matriarchs) had sole possession of 

their homes, fields, and crops, as well as all of the 

children. I speculate that this is due in part to the taboo 

of female blood. Since the blood was the sacred source of 

power, the children of a woman would be of that same blood and 

thus inherit the same power, and the female children would 
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continue the line. The father, who contributed no blood to 

the conception and development of the child, had no such 

direct link. Where women resided, the earth itself would be 

permeated and imbued with their blood's sacred force, as well 

as the crops grown and harvested from that land. And since 

males were born of a woman, it stands to reason that they were 

endowed with her blood and her clan's power, thus making their 

primary allegiance to their clan and mother, though they were 

required to marry outside the clan. (See Hudson, pp. 185-202, 

for a full explanation of matrilineal kinship.) 

Even today one of the strongest relationships among the 

Cherokee is clan membership, and at the stomp dances husbands 

and wives sit under the arbors of their respective clans. The 

strongest loyalties of unassimilated Cherokee are felt for 

clan members, the relatives of their mother. In pre-American 

history, the Cherokee marriage relationship was not the 

exclusionary binding commitment of patriarchal societies. 

Early chroniclers often refer to the "loose morals" of 

Cherokee women, who often had sequential husbands and no 

penalty for adultery. The mother, not the father, gave 

identity to the child. Not only the sisters and brothers of 

a mother, but all clan members of the same generation v/ere the 

aunts and uncles of the mother's children. An aunt or uncle 

had as much authority over and responsibility for a child as 

the mother. The father's role was reduced, but he had his own 
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nieces and nephews to care for. 

By reducing emphasis on the man-woman bond and increasing 

it on the blood family ties, the Cherokee were able to create 

a culture in which there were no orphans and no illegitimate 

children. The children also benefitted by receiving affection 

and discipline from many sources. No one parent could damage 

a child by indulgence or neglect; the other "parents" would be 

sure to make up for any excess or lack in the child's 

upbringing. And the extended family ties increased the 

stability and continuity of Cherokee society and culture. Men 

were free to act as warriors, knowing that if they died their 

wives and children would be provided for by the wife's family; 

women, too, could go to war secure that in case of their death 

their children would have many other mothers. 

The liberty and power of women in Cherokee society was 

abhorrent to Europeans, who rarely allowed any woman to 

achieve authority or independence. Adair's observation (1930) 

on the decline of women's role in government—that the 

Cherokee men were emerging from under a "petticoat 

government"—continues indignantly "[they] allow their v/omen 

full liberty..." (p. 153) Carolyn Foreman (1976) records the 

existence of the Women's Council of the Cherokee in her work, 

Indian Women Chiefs. The head of the council was the Beloved 

Woman, "whose voice was considered that of the Great Spirit, 

speaking through her." (p. 7) 



I digress here to make a quick note on the titles 

"Beloved Woman," "Pretty Woman," and "War Woman." All three 

titles are supposedly various translations of the Cherokee 

ghigau. The word could literally be translated as "blood 

woman" or "red woman," from giga, meaning "blood" or gige 

(red) and agehya (woman). To a Cherokee speaker there is no 

equivalency between "blood/red," "beloved," and "pretty." 

This is obviously a case of confusion and carelessness among 

white historians. It is not too far-fetched to assume that a 

division of women's councils corresponding to the well-

documented red and white male governing bodies existed, 

somehow escaping the notice of white historians. Thus, the 

title War Woman is the only accurate translation of ghigau; 

Pretty Woman signifies the leader or a member of the White 

women's council; and Beloved Woman applies only to the women 

of the elders' council. I will make the distinction, 

referring to the "Pretty Woman" in civil situations, and to 

the "War Woman" in situations dealt with by the red 

government. "Beloved Woman," literally meaning "mother of the 

people," is used only when referring to the women whose age 

and experience had made them the most respected members of the 

tribe. Like the Beloved Men, they may have been part of 

either the Red or White governments. 

It is well documented that Cherokee women had the 

decisive voice on the fate of captives. This decision v;as 



pronounced by the War Woman, but was no doubt made in council 

with the female clan heads, since a captive who was to live 

would be adopted into one of the clans. 

In addition to deciding the fate of captives, the clan 

mothers could also wage war. As mentioned earlier, Henry 

Timberlake (1948) observed that the stories about Amazon 

warriors were not as unbelievable as the whites thought, 

considering how many Cherokee women were warriors of 

considerable fame and had powerful voices in the councils, 

(pp. 56 and 94) Mooney (1982) records in his Historical 

Sketch; "One of the Indians killed [during a skirmish v/ith 

whites] was afterward discovered to be a woman, painted and 

armed like a warrior." (p. 49) In addition to their other 

responsibilities, Strickland (1975) notes that: 

Women constituted a special class within the 
operation of Cherokee laws. They might serve as a 
court designed to punish offenses which were 
affronts to them and the tribe growing from the 
regulation of women, (p.26) 

Cotterill (1954) records in his description of the 

southeastern Indian pre-contact male: 

He held women in high esteem, admitting them to 
share his private labors as well as his public 
counsels, imparting to them secrets which they 
frequently, unpenalized and apparently 
uncriticized, revealed, and conceding to them a 
freedom of action and an immunity to regulation 
such as modern women have nowhere obtained, (p. 14) 
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Hudson (197 6) writes: 

...Southeastern Indian women sometimes played a 
man's role. Nancy Ward, an eighteenth century 
Cherokee woman, fought like a man in battle and the 
men gave her the title of "war woman" or "beloved 
woman." She spoke in Cherokee councils and in 1781 
even conducted negotiations with an invading 
American army. (p. 2 69) 

The elder women's council, apparently distinguished from 

the town council, was influential in tribal decisions, and its 

spokeswoman was the Beloved Woman. All women had the right to 

speak in men's council, the right to inclusion in public 

policy decision, the right to choose whom and whether to 

marry, and the right to be warriors. 

All these fragments of evidence together form a mosaic of 

dual but complementary life styles. Men and women appear to 

have lived together in separate worlds that coexisted in the 

same space and, like the dual fire and government, functioned 

complementarily and harmoniously. 

The reader should beware the tendency, found among some 

present-day researchers and scholars, to overreact and in 

essence assume that the role of Indian women is the only 

element of tribal culture that is of any consequence, and that 

only because of their failure to maintain power was the 

disintegration of the cultures possible. This larger than 

life image of the female is as great an injustice, as far out 

of context, as any picture portrayed by the colonizing whites. 
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An inflated importance of women's role in Cherokee culture 

provokes oversimplification of the collapse of the social 

structure. The temptation is to assume that the patriarchal 

Europeans, through disrespect for v/omen, destroyed the culture 

by refusing to recognize the importance of women. This is the 

tack often pursued by feminists of both white and Indian 

heritage. Although the angle's contagious low regard of v/omen 

did affect the demise of Cherokee autonomy, it was not the 

principle cause. The damage to the present Indian culture by 

a self-imposed myth is no less great than that presented by 

any false image, and perhaps more damaging than an imposed 

falsehood, since it exists under the veil of cultural truth, 

and should be more feared than an imported Christian myth. It 

is my hope that this backlash will subside and what remains of 

the truth can be ferreted out from amidst all of the 

deliberate disinformation and incorrect or incomplete 

traditions that have been documented and published at sporadic 

intervals over the past centuries. 
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CENTURY OF CHANGE 

Modern Americans are taught that the Greeks, and later 

the great European philosophers of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, invented and perfected democracy. This 

is hardly the truth. Egalitarian democracy had been an 

institution among many of the North American tribes for 

centuries before European contact, and was practiced to 

perfection by the Cherokee. 

At home among their own people the Cherokee were orderly, 

as far as they estimated order, and peaceable, but not as the 

result of anything that could be called "legislation." The 

Cherokee had managed to reconcile the precepts of economic 

communism with the existence of individual liberties, 

something no modern western society has been able to 

replicate. This they did by reducing government to so nearly 

nothing that to an outsider it resembled total anarchy, while 

stressing the responsibility of the individual to care for 

family and clan. Government, what there was of it, operated 

only by consensus and as a result had no dissident minority to 

pacify or overwhelm, since those that disagreed with a 

decision either removed themselves or did not engage in the 

consensual activity. Timberlake (1948) informs us that: 

Their government, if I may call it government, 
which has neither laws or power to support it, is a 
mixed aristocracy and democracy, the chiefs being 
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chose according to their merit in war, or policy at 
home; these lead the warriors that chuse to go, for 
there is no laws or compulsion on those that refuse 
to follow, or punishment to those that forsake 
their chief... (p. 93) 

Adair (1930) wrote: 

The power of their chiefs, is an empty sound. They 
can only persuade or dissuade the people, either by 
force of good-nature and clear reasoning, or 
colouring things, so as to suit their prevailing 
passions. (p. 460) 

The basic unit of government was the town, with its 

elected male civil or white chief and war or red chief, 

operating in conjunction with the women's councils, and the 

council of Beloved elders (whose functions were mostly 

advisory). 

The town (civil) chiefs composed the national council 

which met once a year at the annual "Green Corn" (more 

accurately, the Hard Corn) festival in September and with 

elaborate ceremony and prolific oratory finally agreed on 

national policy, and occasionally declared a "law." They v;ere 

very careful about laws, since "the law was an earthly 

representation of a divine or Spirit way" (Strickland, 1975, 

p. 54) and not to be taken lightly. 

Prior to contact with whites there is absolutely no 

evidence that the Cherokee ever had a permanent head chief or 

even regional chiefs. Villages would unite temporarily in the 
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face of a common enemy, and during these periods, one war 

chief would lead the campaign. But even under such 

extraordinary circumstances, the decisions of the national 

council did not bind any town which chose to dissent. Despite 

this, civil wars were almost unknown, except for the ancient 

split from the Iroquois, and the apparent revolution against 

the Kootenai. 

But the events of the eighteenth century wrought havoc 

with the balance of power within Cherokee society. Cherokee 

culture and social structure sustained some devastating, 

almost lethal blows. The first major affront occurred earlier 

in the eighteenth century: 

About the year 1738, the Cheerake received a most 
depopulating shock, by the small pox, which reduced 
them almost one half, in about a year's time: it 
was conveyed into Charlestown by the Guinea-men 
[black slaves], and soon after among them, by the 
infected goods... The old magi and religious 
physicians [priests and medicine doctors] who were 
consulted on so alarming a crisis reported the 
sickness had been sent among them, on account of 
the adulterous intercourses of their young married 
people... (Adair, 1930, p. 244) 

Since the priests and medicine doctors believed the 

disease had been brought upon the victims by their enjoyable 

activities in the night dew, it was determined that a possible 

remedy was to put them outside, day and night, to cool the 

fever and to keep the disease out of the house so that all the 

members of a household would not die. 
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When this cure, accompanied by healing chants, did not 

work, and the smallpox epidemic continued to spread, the 

priests and doctors held a second medicine council wherein it 

was decided to sweat the afflicted persons and take them to 

water: i.e., put them in a sweat lodge and then plunge them 

into the mountain rivers. Needless to say, the recipients of 

these ministrations "immediately expired." (Adair, 1930, pp. 

244-245) 

The results of these failures to halt and cure this 

disease had a profound effect on the priesthood. Adair 

further reports: 

...all the magi and prophetic tribe broke their old 
consecrated physic-pots, and threw away all the 
other pretended holy things they had for physical 
use, imagining they had lost their divine power by 
being polluted; and shared the common fate of their 
country. A great many killed themselves...some 
shot themselves, others cut their throats, some 
stabbed themselves with knives, and others with 
sharp-pointed canes; many threw themselves with 
sullen madness into the fire, and there slowly 
expired, as if they had been utterly divested of 
the native power of feeling pain. (p. 245) 

Since the history and oral traditions of the Cherokee 

were maintained primarily by the priesthood, the loss of this 

group to smallpox and suicide represented a compounded loss of 

history. As we are all aware, one person can store a great 

deal of knowledge. The loss of one priest could be equal to 

the loss of a library full of irreplaceable documents. Add to 
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this the common knowledge and experience that each individual 

in the tribe had, plus family traditions and histories passed 

down within clans and families, and the devastation of half 

the population represented an enormous loss. Compounding the 

personal tragedy and breakdown of family ties, tribal 

knowledge, history, and traditions were lost forever. 

Some of the dead were no doubt adopted Cherokee. In 

1723, a Choctaw invasion (assisted by French intrigue) of the 

Chickasaws resulted in one band of the Chickasaws retreating 

to sanctuary among the Cherokee. It can be assumed that the 

refugees composed at least a small town or large family group, 

since the event was significant enough to be remembered. 

(Cotterill, 1954, p. 23) 

In 1730, Sir Alexander Cumming interrupted a tour of 

Cherokee country to assemble the tribal members at Nequassee, 

and with dramatic showmanship (in front of a no doubt 

bev;ildered audience) , crowned a Cherokee chief named Moytoy as 

"Emperor of the Cherokee Nation." With this munificent act, 

Cumming was able to secure an acknowledgment of British 

sovereignty from Moytoy, and then took six Cherokee with him 

on a visit to England. (Cotterill, 1954, p. 25) Although all 

the history books written by the whites discuss the Emperor 

Moytoy, he was never a significant figure among the Cherokee 

themselves, since no mention of him was retained in Cherokee 

traditions. 
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Six years later, another attempt was made to weld the 

autonomous Cherokee towns into a nation with one head. The 

arrival among the Cherokee of one Christian Gottlieb Priber in 

1736 seems to have had some lasting effect. 

Priber was apparently a Saxon communist whose beliefs had 

irritated his Christian neighbors and countrymen so much that 

he decided to vacate South Carolina via an exit into Cherokee 

country. He settled in Tellico, adopted what there was of 

Cherokee dress, learned to speak Cherokee and began to 

instruct the primitive and unpolluted Indians in the economic 

theory of communism. Prior to Priber they had known communism 

only through practice. Priber seems to have been a truly 

well-meaning person who had a profound distaste for and 

distrust of European social institutions, particularly those 

that supported the privileged by keeping the peasants landless 

and impoverished. He tried to help the Cherokee unite, as he 

knew they eventually must, to defend their autonomy, and to 

convince them of the rapaciousness of the European leaders. 

Priber attempted to reorganize Cherokee government by 

crowning a head chief and appointing himself "His Cherokee 

Majesty's Secretary of State." This act, while appearing 

outrageously arrogant, was probably intended to assist the 

Cherokee in making beneficial diplomatic and trade agreements. 

The lengthy negotiations and separate agreements necessary 

under the consensual form of government between Europeans and 
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each town made the tribe subject to contradictory agreements 

and alliances. Priber, probably correctly, believed that the 

concept of one ruler over all had simply not occurred to the 

Cherokee. He no doubt naively thought that the logic of it 

would become obvious once the Cherokee had tried it. They 

would benefit once the practice of piecemeal negotiations was 

replaced by unified policy. 

Despite Priber's real or imagined prominence in Cherokee 

government, British traders and other whites with Cherokee 

spouses who resided in Cherokee country seem not to have taken 

him seriously until he insisted on honest dealings from the 

traders. Then they began to suspect he might be a French 

agent. When he went so far as to urge the Cherokee to make 

peace with their northern Indian neighbors and to trade 

advantageously with the French and British, the whites became 

convinced he must be a Jesuit, which was apparently not a 

politically correct stance at the time. In 1743, Priber v/as 

seized by traders while passing through upper Creek country 

and was confined in Frederica, Georgia, where he soon expired. 

Other complications in intertribal and international 

affairs included the results of an ill-fated excursion into 

Chickasaw country by a small band of Pennsylvania Shawnees in 

1739. The Shawnees had moved to Eskippakithiki Tov/n in 

Kentucky, and from there proceeded to attack the Chickasav/s 

with fervor. The Chickasaws were not amused, and with 
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superior numbers, forced the chastised Shawnees to seek safety 

among the Cherokee. 

In 1738, Great Britain and Spain got mixed up in a 

display of mutual impotence that western historians chose to 

dignify with the title of "the War of Jenkin's Ear." This 

fiasco drifted into a larger conflict known to history as 

"King George's War." During this time of British turmoil the 

Cherokee, as well as the Creeks, became the target of the 

affections of South Carolina and Georgia. They received 

presents of a material nature, and in return gave Georgia 

unlimited moral support in the ensuing war, with an occasional 

and conservative sprinkling of military assistance. 

(Cotterill, 1954, p. 27) "King George's War" dragged on until 

1748. 

The Shawnees who had dispersed among the Cherokee viere 

able to persuade their hosts to make peace with the French 

Indians, and to approve the Shawnees' raids on the British-

allied Catawbas. Probably with Cherokee assistance, these 

excursions occasionally led to attacks on South Carolina 

settlements that gave the hard-pressed Catawbas refuge. By 

murdering some Creek-dwelling Chickasaws, the Shawnees were 

able to provoke a Cherokee-Creek war that was settled only 

after intervention of Governor Glenn of South Carolina. 

Glenn's interest was spurred by the war-related losses 

incurred in his private trading ventures. In 1753, the 
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Cherokee-Creek war terminated and the Cherokee turned their 

attention to aiding the beleaguered Chickasaws, who were 

involved in an invasion by joint French and Choctaw forces. 

With the able assistance of the Cherokee warriors, the 

Chickasaws soundly repulsed the combined threat, (Cotterill, 

1954, p. 28) 

Until the mid-1700trade goods and routes were the 

principal source of conflict between the European colonial 

forces. France, England and Spain all vied for the riches to 

be gleaned from Eastern America. But as more peasants and 

slaves were imported to support the growing material demands 

of the elite, acquisition of land became the motivating reason 

for the imperial wars. The eastern tribes, of course, v/ere 

caught in the middle of the colonial rivalries; after all, it 

was their land that everyone was fighting over. With the 

elite controlling the lands on the eastern seaboard, the 

immigrant poor were forced to seek land on the western 

frontier. The Cherokee, who occupied most of the richest 

lands in Georgia, Tennessee, and the Carol inas, v;ere 

particularly resentful of the encroaching hordes. The 

European peasant immigrants formed a useful bulwark for the 

upper classes against the wrath of the tribes, since the 

nearest target of their guns, arrows, and hatchets was the 

western frontiersman. 

In 1756 began the "French and Indian Wars," also knovm as 
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the "Seven Year's War." This conflict was fought between 

France and England for the control of eastern North America, 

and ultimately involved all the eastern tribes. 

In 1759 another major confrontation occurred in Cherokee 

country. During the previous year, a party of influential 

chiefs went to Charleston to negotiate a peaceful resolution 

to hostile actions instigated by some lawless officers of Fort 

Prince George. There had been gang rapes of several Indian 

women in the neighboring Cherokee town while the warriors were 

out hunting. (Adair, 1930, pp. 260-261) The outraged 

warriors demanded retribution and engaged in some retaliation, 

but war was prevented. In May of 1759, Governor Lyttleton, 

for reasons not recorded, but probably succumbing to the 

pressures of his indignant constituents, demanded the 

surrender for execution of every Indian who had killed a white 

in recent skirmishes. Since this list included the war chiefs 

of several towns, the demand was unacceptable. At the same 

time, the commander of Fort Loudon (a British fort built 

ostensibly to protect the Cherokee), made a demand for twenty-

four chiefs whom he suspected of "unfriendly action." To 

compel the Cherokee to turn over their chiefs, orders v;ere 

give to stop all trading for supplies. (Mooney, 1982, p. 42) 

This cutoff, against the backdrop of tfie French and 

Indian War, put the Cherokee in a precarious position. 

Without supplies of ammunition they would be impotent against 
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any invaders. An incident of such impact would have required 

a council meeting. The obvious result of the conjectured 

meeting was that a Cherokee delegation representing every town 

arrived in Charleston, declaring the desire of the Cherokee 

for peace and friendship, and explaining their inability to 

turn over their chiefs, who had only been keeping Cherokee lav; 

by avenging the harm caused by the whites. Governor Lyttleton 

either did not understand or simply did not care to hear the 

delegation's explanations. 1 suspect the latter is true, 

since I know of no recorded instance in which a white 

government turned over any offender, whether a military member 

or common criminal, to the jurisdiction of the Indians they 

had injured. At any rate, Lyttleton declared war on the 

Cherokee in November of 1759, calling out troops and sending 

for aid to all of the surrounding tribes, many of which were 

probably still bearing animosity toward the Cherokee. A 

second Cherokee delegation was dispatched to Charleston, led 

by the young war chief Oconostota and including thirty-two of 

the most prominent men of the tribe. (Mooney, 1982, p. 42) 

The dispatch of this group should reflect to the observer 

the seriousness of the situation to the tribe as a whole. 

Further along in his narrative, Mooney describes them as 

"every one being a chief of prominence in the tribe." These 

men represented the Cherokee's most respected leaders and 

eloquent orators. Among them were no doubt "Beloved Men," 
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tribal elders revered for their wisdom. Most of them would 

have formerly been honored warriors. 

Lyttleton responded to this sincere act of concern by the 

Cherokee by seizing the entire delegation and imprisoning them 

at Fort Prince George "in a room large enough for only six 

soldiers" (Mooney, 1982, p. 42) while simultaneously 

dispatching fourteen hundred troops in an invasion of Cherokee 

country. 

The outrage of this seizure would have been compounded by 

the Cherokee horror of imprisonment. The concept of 

confinement was considered unthinkably cruel to many of the 

Eastern tribes, and was not understood as civilized behavior. 

Attacullaculla, who seems to have been a friend of the British 

since the time of his trip to England with Gumming, and who 

was recognized by the British as the "civil chief of the 

Nation" (Mooney, 1982, p. 42), although probably not by the 

Cherokee themselves, was able to secure the release of 

Oconostota and two others. Lyttleton was able to compel some 

half dozen of the delegation to sign a paper pledging that the 

tribe would kill or seize any Frenchmen entering Cherokee 

country, and they were forced to consent to the continuing 

imprisonment of the party until all of the warriors demanded 

by Lyttleton were surrendered for execution. 

At this juncture another smallpox epidemic broke out in 

both the Cherokee towns and Lyttleton's encampment, whereupon 
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his army rapidly and informally disintegrated. With his army 

diseased and deserting in droves, making any further stay in 

Cherokee country hazardous, Lyttleton was more than eager to 

abandon the campaign. After elevating the social status of the 

prisoners to that of hostages he and his army returned to 

Charleston, leaving the remnants of the fort's assigned force 

to stand alone. CMooney, 1982, p. 42; and Cotterill, 1954, p, 

30) 

These events underscore how little the whites understood 

Cherokee temperament, and how seriously they underrated 

Cherokee taste for war. Attacullaculla, who probably felt 

there may have been a chance for a peaceful resolution to the 

situation, saw his hopes dashed with the death in January, 

1760, of Connecorte, whom the British, with subtle allusion to 

his lameness, called "Old Hop." Connecorte was a chief of 

considerable influence among the Cherokee, and had been able 

to sway the councils towards peaceful relations with the 

British. His death, coupled with Oconostota's burning 

resentment after his release, and the compounding factors of 

the traders' habitual misconduct, escalated the conflict. The 

traders had become a serious problem. When they had free time 

from practicing inequitable bargains with the Indians, they 

seemed to literally devote themselves to brav/ling, 

drunkenness, arson, grand larceny, and the rape of Indian 

women on a scale hitherto unknown to Cherokee society. The 
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irritation of the Cherokee toward whites in general was 

increased by the Virginia frontiersmen's annoying habit of 

massacring Cherokee auxiliaries returning from assisting the 

British in expeditions against the French. These affronts, 

and the conduct of the British soldiers who were supposed to 

be protecting Cherokee interests, proved more than the 

Cherokee could tolerate. Their anger culminated in a siege 

led by Oconostota on Fort Prince George on February 15, 

completely cutting it off from communication with South 

Carolina. Any hope in the fort of reinforcements from South 

Carolina was in vain due to the current smallpox epidemic and 

the harsh winter. Mooney (1982) reports that one day 

Oconostota sent word by an Indian woman that he wished to 

speak with the commander of the fort, Lieutenant Coytmore. 

Coytmore stepped out of the fort and right into an ambush. He 

immediately expired in a hail of bullets. At the sound of the 

gunfire the imprisoned chiefs began shouting encouragement to 

Oconostota's warriors. This proved to be a tactical error, 

having the effect of causing the besieged soldiers to respond 

by massacring the unarmed, tightly packed hostages, butchering 

them to the last one. 

Circumstances being what they were, the British and the 

Cherokee arrived at the mutual conclusion that all-out war v/as 

now appropriate. The Cherokee were at a considerable 

disadvantage since they relied on the British for supplies of 
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ammunition. But tempers were too high to allow for 

consideration of logistical details, and hostilities commenced 

with full vigor. 

Three Cherokee divisions, aided by a Creek contingent 

under the chief Great Mortar, joined the battle. Oconostota 

led a group that descended upon the frontier settlements of 

Georgia, while another division laid siege to Fort Loudon, 

which was located deeper in Cherokee country than hapless Fort 

Prince George. 

In June of 1760, Lyttleton responded by sending a force 

of 1,600 men to relieve the besieged forts and lay waste to 

the Cherokee towns. Crossing the frontier, the army quickly 

liberated Fort Prince George, and rapidly advanced, destroying 

all of the Cherokee Lower towns (whose defenses had been 

weakened by smallpox) . They burned the towns and the 

cornfields, and cut down the orchards, killing the defenders 

and taking more than a hundred prisoners, with only a small 

loss to their own forces. The Cherokee that survived v/ere 

scattered into the mountains. Colonel Montgomery, in charge 

of the invasion force, sent messengers to the Middle and 

Overhill towns ordering them to surrender or suffer a similar 

fate. When he received no reply to his offer, he marched on 

without opposition until he came into the vicinity of Echoee. 

Here he engaged the full force of the Cherokee warriors in a 

desperate battle on June 27. With the loss of hundred men, 
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and more troops wounded, Montgomery's army was persuaded to 

rapidly retreat to Fort Prince George. (Mooney, 1982, p. 43; 

and Cotterill, 1954, p. 31) 

The army's defeat sealed the fate of besieged Fort 

Loudon. By now the garrison was hard-pressed for supplies it 

expected to receive from Lyttleton's Carolina forces; 

Montgomery's defeat was the final straw. But the troops at 

the fort were never really endangered by the rather casual 

siege tactics of the Cherokee. The garrison had survived 

relatively unscathed, although they were reduced to eating 

horses and dogs to supplement the food brought to them daily 

by their Cherokee women, who evidently did not allow politics 

to enter their personal lives. Many had found sweethearts, 

and even husbands, among the garrison's soldiers. When 

upbraided by the war chiefs the women replied "that the 

soldiers were their husbands and it was their duty to help 

them, and that if any harm came to themselves for their 

devotion their English relatives would avenge them." (Mooney, 

1982, p. 43) However, the inevitable was merely delayed, and 

on August 8, 1760, Captain Demere surrendered the garrison to 

Oconostota conditionally. The provisions of the agreement 

allowed the soldiers to retire unmolested with their weapons 

and sufficient ammunition for the march. In return, Demere 

promised to surrender all the remaining arms and ammunition. 
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the premises and after a day's march made camp for the night. 

Meanwhile, back at the fort, the jubilant Cherokee engaged in 

the best part of war: enjoying the spoils. Quite 

unexpectedly, during the looting and plundering, ten bags of 

powder and a large quantity of musket ball was discovered. 

The ammunition appeared to have been hidden, presumably to 

keep it out of Cherokee hands. This was perceived as a breach 

of honor, and the offended Cherokee set out to avenge this 

slight of protocol. 

Oconostota was not present at the moment of attack; 

having dropped his matchcoat unawares, he felt obliged to 

backtrack and search for it. There seems little doubt that 

although he did not feel comfortable personally massacring the 

soldiers he had promised safe passage to, Oconostota was not 

disapproving of the killings. About two dozen were killed, 

which coincided nicely with the number of Cherokee hostages 

killed at Fort Prince George. (Kelly, 1978, p. 225) Captain 

Demere was among the dead, and the survivors were held as 

hostages until their ransom some time later. It was during 

this incident that Attacullaculla rescued Captain John Stuart 

(later to be a British superintendent of Indian Affairs.) 

In June of 1761, the colonies retaliated. An army of 

2,600 men, including a number of Chickasaw warriors and 

probably almost every remaining Catawba warrior, invaded 
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Cherokee country. They engaged the Cherokee in battle near 

where Montgomery had been repulsed the previous year. They 

succeeded in destroying every one of the Middle towns, laying 

waste to all of their granaries and cornfields, and driving 

the surviving Cherokee into the mountains. (Mooney, 198 2, p. 

44) 

With the Lower and Middle towns devastated, their fields 

and orchards laid waste and their ammunition nearly exhausted, 

the populace starving and smallpox rampaging through the 

towns, it was impossible for the Cherokee to continue to v/age 

war. Mooney (1982, p. 45) reports that the number of warriors 

was reduced from 5,000 to about 2,3 00. 

Although it was not recorded, it is likely that the women 

and children of the towns were hit at least as hard, including 

the Chickasaws and Shawnees dispersed among the towns. 

Realizing that the French could not, and the Creeks would 

not aid them, that their Middle and Lower towns had been 

destroyed, that the population was cut in half, and that they 

could not survive without British supplies, the Cherokee 

decided to negotiate. A delegation was sent with 

Attacullaculla to Charleston to sue for peace. Surprisingly, 

South Carolina accepted readily, and the war ended without 

reprisals. (Cotterill, 1954, p. 32) 

Once again, historians have neglected to remark on the 

cultural loss that resulted from this war. Again, too, 
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smallpox ravaged the Cherokee. There appears to be no record 

of how this generation of priests responded to the disease. 

Perhaps many that were not victims of it followed the path of 

their predecessors, who, only twenty-three years earlier, had 

ended their own lives in despair. No doubt faith in their 

curative powers was badly shaken. The priests and chiefs must 

have wondered how strong their powers were in the face of such 

devastation, and why they had lost the favor of god. Even v/ar 

medicine was ineffectual against the invading disease. 

In 17 63, the French and Indian Wars ended with surrender 

by the French, and the cession to the British of French claims 

on lands west of the Appalachias. But the tribes, well av/are 

by now of the insatiable British hunger for lands, continued 

the war (now recorded as "Pontiac's Conspiracy.") Despite the 

deliberate introduction of smallpox into the tribes, and the 

arson of their villages, the British could not destroy the 

will of the tribes to defend their homelands. 

Peace was finally made when the British agreed to 

establish a line at the Appalachias, beyond which their 

citizens were forbidden to settle. This agreement was knov;n 

as the Royal Proclamation of 1763. It left much of the 

Cherokee and Creek lands on the side of the line belonging to 

the colonies. The proclamation also substituted imperial 

control for colonial control of Indian affairs. It promised 

a greater supply of trade goods, a better regulation of trade, 
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and even suggested a cessation to tribal wars. In return for 

British commerce, Cherokee were expected to accept British 

control, gaining security from invasion by settlers and land 

speculators only through a reciprocal surrender of 

sovereignty. (Cotterill, 1954, p. 32) 

Also at this time, John Stuart (whose life had been 

spared by Attacullaculla) was appointed by the British as the 

new superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Southern region. 

This was unquestionably a time of rebuilding for the Cherokee. 

During the period from 1761 to 1765, Attacullaculla, 

Oconostota, Standing Turkey, and the Overhill people (who had 

survived the wars relatively unscathed) apparently 

orchestrated and conducted Cherokee affairs with the British. 

They probably directed the reconstruction of the Lower and 

Middle towns, and the reclamation of their culture. 

Significant changes in the structure of Cherokee society 

and culture occurred prior to and during this time. Adair, 

who wrote in pre-Revolutionary War years, noted that Cherokee 

culture was subtly succumbing to the infiltration of the 

whites. One of the alterations was in the development of 

commercial agriculture among Cherokee women, who raised 

produce, grains, hogs, and cattle for sale to traders and the 

military. This began a stratification of monetary wealth 

within the Cherokee, although its effects were not yet 

apparent. 
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The warriors engaged in hunting deer in excess, emptying 

their hunting grounds, in order to provide a supply of hides 

to trade for guns and ammunition. These had become 

necessities since the colonial powers of France and Spain were 

supplying arms to the tribes that surrounded the Cherokee. 

Without guns, the balance of power between the Cherokee and 

other tribes weighed heavily on the side of the latter. 

Pre-contact Cherokee civilization centered on and around 

the religion. The economic, political and social aspects of 

the culture were permeated with the sacred. The intrusion of 

white commerce and the materialism that accompanied it could 

not exist in Cherokee culture without affecting it. The 

priests could have resisted or halted the intrusion of white 

values; instead, they seem to have been the first to embrace 

the capitalism brought by the whites. As the chiefs and 

spokesmen for each town, it was the male religious leaders 

that the colonial government chose to recognize as the 

diplomats. The priests no doubt enjoyed the gifts that they 

received from the colonial traders and representatives and the 

citizens of the towns also embraced the new commercialism. 

Added to these factors, the cultural intrusions inevitably 

brought in by the whites who married into the tribe meant 

change in Cherokee lifestyles. 

The failure of the priests to halt or cure the smallpox 

plagues, laying the blame not on their own shortcomings but on 
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the misbehavior of the people, must have weakened and 

permanently altered their influence. Their reduction in 

numbers due to disease and suicide, and the concurrent loss of 

knowledge would have correspondingly reduced their stature. 

At about this time, Alexander Gumming came along and created 

the office of Cherokee Emperor. This person and other 

cooperative Cherokee gained economically by going along with 

the whites. By the 1760's greed became a motivating factor 

for the Cherokee "leadership," and the representatives of the 

Overhills evidently had no qualms in ceding Middle and Lower 

town lands to Superintendent Stuart, and enjoyed the gifts of 

appreciation they received by making the cessions. 

The Lower and Middle townspeople were less than ecstatic 

at the land cessions so generously agreed to by the Overhills, 

who had no legitimate right to give up lands that were not 

theirs. Although the Crown and colonial governments as well 

as some private individuals chose to regard Attacullaculla, 

Oconostota, and Standing Turkey as the official voices of the 

nation, it is doubtful that the clans and towns of the Middle 

and Lower Cherokee acknowledged them as such, especially 

considering the disastrous outcome of the last war and the 

Cherokee intolerance of ineffectual and incompetent chiefs. 

By this time Cherokee civilization was irreparably 

damaged. The combined effects of the incredible devastation 

wrought by war and disease, the intrusion of white economics 
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and political leverage, the incorporation of Chickasav/, 

Shawnee, and Creek refugees with their own cultures into the 

townships, and the willingness of the Overhill leaders to sell 

out any tribal lands that the whites desired wreaked social 

chaos. And just ahead lay the first in a series of civil wars 

that continues to the present day, dividing the energies and 

loyalties of the people and distracting them from their real 

enemy. It is testimony to the strength of Cherokee culture 

that the tribe still has not dissolved completely. 



THE DRAGON 

From the maelstrom of intrigue and war in the third 

quarter of the eighteenth century emerged the great leader 

Dragging Canoe, the first true Cherokee nationalist. Grace 

Steele Woodward (1963, p. 89) describes him as "headstrong" 

and his followers as "outlaws." Mooney (1982, p. 54) refers 

to them as a sort of "Indian banditti." Gearing (1962, p. 

104) states: "Probably, the Chickamaguas experienced, as 

nearly as any human group has, the law of the jungle." And 

Arrell Morgan Gibson (1980, pp. 253 & 255) relatively mildly 

refers to Dragging Canoe and his followers as "dissidents" and 

"raiders." 

For one individual to be so maligned by white and 

culturally white American historians, recent history clearly 

demonstrates to us that he must have been a man of 

considerable circumstance, one whose history should be 

investigated further to find out why the whites should hold so 

much animosity and to ascertain why Cherokees of today 

generally know nothing of him. 

The time in which Dragging Canoe lived was the greatest 

period of change in Cherokee history. His personal history is 

woven through with these changes. The neglect of white 

historians seems to be due to racial and cultural bias, for 

Dragging Canoe was one of the key figures in his people's 
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struggle to retain autonomy. When the female element is 

reinstated into Cherokee history and cultural perspective, the 

story of Dragging Canoe takes on an entirely new look. His 

image changes from that of a renegade, delinquent son, into an 

obedient servant of the clan and tribe, and he is revealed as 

a true nationalist and patriot of the Cherokee Nation. 

Sometime around 1740, at one of the Overhill towns on the 

Little Tennessee River, Dragging Canoe was born into a 

tumultuous world. (Evans, 1977, p. 176) Various sources 

state that he was the son of Attacullaculla, the Little 

Carpenter. Cotterill (1954, p. 38), on the other hand, 

identifies him as the son of Ookoonekah (White Owl). 

Evans (1977) reports an interesting story that accounts 

for Dragging Canoe's name. It reads as follows: 

Sometime around the middle of the eighteenth 
century Attacullaculla prepared to lead a war band 
from Chota against the Shawnee towns. His young 
son longed to go with his father, but was flatly 
refused permission. The boy slipped away, however, 
ahead of the warriors to a portage which he knew 
they would use, and hid in a dug-out canoe. The 
warriors found him there, and his father told him 
he could come along - if he was able to carry the 
canoe over the portage. The boy was unable to lift 
the heavy vessel, but, determined to go, he took it 
by one end and began dragging it. Much impressed, 
the Cherokee warriors began to shout encouragement. 
"Tsi-yu Gansi," cried one, "Tsi-yu Gansi," which 
means "He is Dragging the Canoe." Others took up 
the cry, and from that time on the boy was known as 
"Tsi-yu Gansi-ni," or "Dragging the Canoe." (p. 
176) 



The validity of that story is impossible to verify, but 

"[o]ne of the main preoccupations of Southeastern Indian men 

was the acquisition of war names and titles. A man had to 

perform the menial tasks of a child until he had won war 

titles." (Hudson, 1976, p. 325) Dragging Canoe was evidently 

a precocious warrior, anxious to prove himself. I believe 

that the charming story of the eager boy with the canoe v/as 

apocryphal; that it was invented by Dragging Canoe's enemies 

to justify the English translation of his name. The Cherokee 

phrase "Tsi-yu Gansi-ni" can also be translated as "Vessel-

bearer." This translation would be a war title, referring to 

the warrior whose duty it was to carry and protect the Sacred 

Ark described by Adair. This title, used as a common name, 

would denote a warrior of great power. Its translation as 

"Dragging Canoe" thus becomes pejorative, denigrating a 

respected and much-honored warrior. 

It is certain that Dragging Canoe served as the Head 

Warrior of the town of Malaquo, or Mialoquo (Big Island Town), 

while still in his twenties, a very young age for a Cherokee. 

(Evans, 1977, p. 176; Cotterill, 1954, p. 38) Other sources 

report that he was the War Chief. During the 1760's the 

Cherokees were at peace, and had recognized the sovereignty of 

the British Crown in return for British guarantees to protect 

Cherokee lands from further encroachment by white colonists. 

At this time the representative from the Crown to the 



76 

Cherokees was John Stuart, Southern Superintendent of Indian 

Affairs. Stuart was a career British army officer as well as 

an adopted member of the Cherokee Nation. Stuart was well 

known to the Cherokees, having been second-in-command of the 

ill-fated Fort Loudon that had been surrendered to the 

Cherokees on August 8, 1760, and one of the few survivors of 

the company's retreat. Stuart was married to Susannah Emory, 

quarter-blood Cherokee granddaughter of Scotch trader Ludovic 

Grant, and he spoke the Cherokee language fluently. He was 

known to the Cherokees as Oonotota or "Bushyhead," descriptive 

of his great shock of blond of reddish-brown hair. (Starr, 

1984, p.30) (Incidentally, the surname "Bushyhead" still 

survives among modern Cherokees.) 

Stuart's deputy was Alexander Cameron, a Scottish officer 

who, upon arriving in Cherokee territory around 17 66, took a 

Cherokee wife and settled on land given him by the tribe on 

Little River. (Woodward, 1963, p. 84) Evans (1977, p. 176) 

reports that Cameron was the adopted brother of Dragging 

Canoe, which also meant that Cameron was a member of Dragging 

Canoe's clan. Stuart's Second Deputy was John McDonald, a 

Scot from Inverness. At Fort Loudon, he met and married Anna 

Shorey, the half-blood daughter of William Shorey, 

interpreter. (Woodward, 1963, p. 84) 

In 1768, Stuart, Cameron, and McDonald were able to 

persuade Northern Superintendent of Indian Affairs Johnson to 
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help formulate a treaty between the Cherokee and the Iroquois 

and thereby ended what was probably the most prolonged family 

quarrel in Indian history. (Cotterill, 1954, p. 34) This 

monumental accomplishment no doubt did a great deal to endear 

this team to the Cherokee and reaffirm their status as tribal 

members. They were Cherokee by marriage, it is true, but as 

Strickland (1975, p. 50) relates; "During this period the 

simple act of intermarriage became sufficient to confer tribal 

rights upon the white man." 

White encroachments on Cherokee lands by the southern 

colonies continued unabated despite the 1763 treaty with the 

Crown. The governor of North Carolina, at the prompting of 

Superintendent Stuart, issued a proclamation in March of 1774, 

enjoining illegal settlers to vacate Cherokee land under pain 

of having no protection from the Crown. (Proclamation of 

Governor Martin of North Carolina, March 1774, Colonial 

Records of North Carolina, Vol. IX, p. 982.) There is no 

evidence that any action more than the proclamation was taken. 

One year later, in March of 1775, Dragging Canoe and 

other Cherokee leaders from several towns met at Sycamore 

Shoals in the illegal Watauga (white) settlement at the 

invitation of the Transylvania Land Company to discuss land 

problems. The company represented a group of eastern land 

speculators organized by Judge Richard Henderson of North 

Carolina, basically for the illegal acquisition of Indian land 
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for re-sale to land-hungry settlers. By ostentatiously 

displaying trade goods and by generously plying the Beloved 

Men with rum, Henderson was successful in getting the 

signatures, including those of Oconostota and Attacullaculla, 

of all but one of the leaders on a deed. The only Cherokee 

leader present who opposed the treaty, and the only one whose 

hand was not made pliant with rum, was Dragging Canoe. 

What the Transylvania Land Company did was in direct 

violation of the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which banned 

individuals from treating with Indians or inhabiting Indian 

land. No doubt Henderson's rum did much to obviate the 

counsel of Richard Pearis, John Vann, and other whites who had 

come to the meeting with the chiefs, and who had tried to 

explain to the leaders what Henderson and the Wataugans v/ere 

up to. 

The illegal document granted title of all lands between 

the Ohio River and the Cumberland Divide, including central 

Kentucky and the portion of Tennessee north of the Cumberland 

River, to the Transylvania Land Company. (Evans, 1977, p. 

179) 

Dragging Canoe was resolutely opposed to any land 

cessions. Aligning with Dragging Canoe were the warriors 

Willinawaw, Tuckasee, the Terrapin, and the Tanase Warrior. 

(Woodward, 1963, p. 89) The records are confused as to the 

precise ordering of the following events, but it is clear that 
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Dragging Canoe expended his best efforts to dissuade 

Attacullaculla, Oconostota, and the others from fixing their 

marks to the deed. Purportedly he made an eloquent appeal to 

the council to abandon the sale, but, unable to influence the 

actions of the older men, he left the meeting in disgust. 

Either just before walking out, or returning after he first 

walked out, he berated the old chiefs and Henderson for 

signing the land deed, bitterly denounced the fraudulent and 

coercive transaction, and warned the whites of the 

consequences of their actions. Addressing Henderson, he is 

reported to have said: "You have bought a fair land, but 

there is a black cloud hanging over it. You will find its 

settlement dark and bloody!" (quoted from a deposition given 

by Samuel Wilson, dated April 16, 1777, at Washington Court 

House, Virginia. Taken from the Calendar of Virginia State 

Papers, Vol. I, pp. 283-284) 

At this time also, the Crown was experiencing the 

unsettling prospect that the unruly colonists might attempt 

the unthinkable, and declare rebellion openly. The prospect 

of revolution began to rear its bloody head. 

Upon their return from Sycamore Shoals, a journey that 

must have strained at best, the chiefs were greeted with a 

letter from John Stuart informing them of the Crown's serious 

problems with the colonists. Stuart wrote that he had been 

driven out of Charleston by a rebel force of colonists under 
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General Charles Lee, and had fled to St. Augustine. (Evans, 

1977, p. 180; and Woodward, 1963, p. 90) With Stuart gone, 

the Cherokees not only lost their legal representative to the 

Crown, but also their trade connections. This was a grave 

situation, since they were dependent upon the English for 

manufactured goods, especially powder and lead, which were nov; 

necessary for hunting and effective warfare. (Evans, 1977, p. 

180) 

To relieve their distress, Stuart wrote, he was sending 

his brother Henry Stuart with thirty packhorses of ammunition. 

Henry would take over John's duties, as he was sick and 

infirm, and unable to make the journey himself. (Woodward, 

1963, p. 90) Upon learning of this, Dragging Canoe led a 

force of eighty warriors to provided an escort for the vital 

supplies. (Evans, 1977, p. 180) 

No one has recorded it, but it seems clear that the 

structure of Cherokee government would necessitate the 

convening of an open council meeting so that the leaders could 

report the events at Sycamore Shoals to the people. What the 

exact outcome of that council was can only be speculated on. 

Dragging Canoe's almost immediate departure with eighty 

warriors would indicate that neither the men's nor the women's 

councils were displeased or disapproving of his conduct. 

However, certain recorded occurrences suggest that the 

signatories of the land cession encountered difficulties. No 
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matter how respected and loved a leader was, he or she was 

held accountable for how well their decisions benefitted the 

tribe. Adair (1930) writes: 

An obstinate war leader will sometimes commit acts 
of hostility, or make peace for his own town, 
contrary to the good liking of the rest of the 
nation. But a few individuals are very cautious of 
commencing war on small occasions, without the 
general consent of the head men; for should it 
prove unsuccessful, the greater part would be apt 
to punish them as enemies, because they abused 
their power, which they had only to do good to the 
society. (p. 46) 

This could well explain why those involved in signing the land 

cession, including Attacullaculla and Oconostota, later 

repudiated their action, claiming they only signed the 

"treaty" and accepted Henderson's goods as compensation for 

damages done by the white settlers. (William Tatham, quoted 

by Samuel Cole Williams in "William Tatham, Wataugan," 

Tennessee Historical Magazine. Vol. 2, pp. 154-179) The 

tribe petitioned Superintendent John Stuart to have the treaty 

nullified. All of this would indicate that the tribespeople 

had run out of good-nature toward their leaders on the issue 

of land cession. Henderson and his supporters retreated into 

the wilderness to avoid criminal prosecution by the British. 

(Evans, 1977, p. 179) 

When Henry Stuart arrived in Chota with his depleted pack 

train (the Choctaws had appropriated nine of his horses, with 
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their loads), he encountered a situation that would have 

caused any seasoned diplomat to pale. Cameron, meeting Stuart 

at Chota, railed against the treaty of Sycamore Shoals; the 

angry Cherokees were in a mood for war against the errant 

Wataugans; the colonies were fomenting revolution; and Henry's 

brother, the Superintendent, had cautioned him to the delicate 

task of keeping the Southern Indians both loyal and quiescent. 

(Woodward, 1963, pp. 90-91) And the Transylvania Land Company 

was already pouring settlers into the area. 

It seems to have taken the combined efforts of Stuart and 

Cameron, and the support of Oconostota and Attacullaculla, as 

well as the Beloved Woman Nancy Ward, to persuade the 

Cherokees in council not to dispatch a war party headed by 

Dragging Canoe against the Wataugans (although this proved 

only a temporary cooling of tempers.) It appears that in the 

interval between the Sycamore Shoals fiasco and Henry Stuart's 

arrival at Chota, Dragging Canoe was elevated to tribal War 

Chief. 

The importance of this cannot be overlooked. It 

clarifies Dragging Canoe's general acceptance as not only a 

superior tactician and leader, but also as one who could be 

trusted with the responsibilities of protecting Cherokee 

tribal interests. The towns were combining their efforts 

against the alarming increase of white encroachments, and v;ere 

beginning to unify as a political unit. Elements of a 
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national government had been coalescing among the Cherokee 

during the previous years. The insistence of whites on 

dealing with the "head men of the nation" was no doubt 

partially responsible for this. The politics of the Southeast 

region, made increasingly complicated by the influx of various 

groups of Europeans, none of which got along together in 

Europe or the Americas, demanded social reorganization if the 

tribe was to survive. If my conjecture, based on the tribal-

wide recognition of Dragging Canoe as a major leader after, 

but not before the Treaty of Sycamore Shoals, is correct, it 

signals a major change in Cherokee culture. The autonomous 

towns were forming, for the first time, a truly central 

government. 

If the full War Chief induction ceremony had been 

conducted, it would have been an occasion of some import and 

leads me to wonder why mention of it is absent from the common 

histories. Could it be that Dragging Canoe is reported only 

as the Head Warrior of Malaquo because it is then easier to 

apply the label of outlaw, renegade, or bandit? The question 

may seem paranoid, and the argument is admittedly conjectural, 

but without being recognized as War Chief, other documentation 

indicates that no warrior could have led a war party. 

John Howard Payne gives us a description of the procedure 

involved in the inauguration of a War Chief. The retiring 

chief directed the ceremonies, and instructed the young men to 
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Obey the new chief and never go to war without his permission. 

The new war chief made an acceptance speech, a sample of which 

is reported: "You have now put me in blood to my knees.. . You 

have made me a ska yi gu stu e go and I shall endeavor to take 

care of my young warriors, and never expose them in war 

unnecessarily." (Payne Manuscript, Vol. Ill, pp. 65-68) Then 

the civil (white) priests and the war (red) priests filed past 

the new War Chief and called him e doo gi, which translates as 

"mother's brother," and would be rendered in English as 

"uncle." This familiar greeting, of itself, gives a clue of 

the stature of the War Chief in Cherokee society. 

As discussed in a previous section, in the matriarchal, 

matrilineal Cherokee social structure, due to the blood 

lineage, children belonged to the mother and her clan. Thus 

her brothers, the child's uncles, being of the same blood, 

were the child's teachers, disciplinarians, and protectors. 

This system tended to keep the real power of the tribe within 

the clans by concentrating the responsibility of the clan 

members in the clan, which was headed by the clan matriarch. 

Since this is true. Dragging Canoe's angry outburst at 

Sycamore Shoals reveals itself not to be aberrant or 

disrespectful at all, since in reality he owed no allegiance 

to his father or Oconostota. As Head Warrior, his allegiance 

would have been to his clan, town, and country, in that order. 

In council he would have been duty-bound to speak for his clan 
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and town if their position was not represented by the other 

councilors. His father, if also a councilor, would represent 

his own clan. No conflict of roles, as would be expected in 

white culture, would exist among the Cherokees. 

Events after the treaty seem to support the conjecture 

that Dragging Canoe became War Chief. The signers of the 

treaty, including Attacullaculla and Oconostota, were quick to 

rationalize and attempt to excuse their actions. Their 

recantments, coupled with Dragging Canoe's apparent elevation 

to a position where he could rectify the wrong, seems to 

reflect Malaquo-town's, and even the tribe's consensual 

rejection of the Beloved Men's actions. The reaction of the 

tribe suggests that the Beloved Men were censured for acting 

against council, and simultaneously, that there was a tribal 

consensus approving Dragging Canoe's conduct in the situation. 

It seems clear that the signatories of the treaty had no 

mandate to surrender Cherokee land. 

For support of this claim I refer to the records of a 

person who had some intimate knowledge of the Cherokees and 

their socio-political structure. These are the records of 

James Adair, published in London in 1775. He appeared in 

South Carolina in 1735 and became an Indian agent under King 

George III of England. In 1736, he began trading with the 

Cherokees and continued until he moved in 174 4 to the 

Chickasaw Nation in what is presently northern Mississippi. 



He spent 1761-1768 as a trader and diplomat, and it was during 

this time that he wrote the largest portion of his History of 

the American Indians. In 17 68 Adair went north and later to 

London. He returned to America that same year and settled 

among the Cherokees in North Carolina. His work was not 

published in the United States until 1930. Adair states in 

his preface: "One of the great advantage my readers will here 

have; I sat down to draw the Indians on the spot - had them 

many years standing before me, - and lived with them as a 

friend and a brother." 

Of Cherokee government he wrote: 

Every town is independent of another. Their own 
friendly compact continues the union. (p. 460) 

In general, it consists in a foederal [sic] union 
of the whole society for mutual safety. As the law 
of nature appoints no frail mortal to be a king, or 
ruler over his brethren; and humanity forbids the 
taking away of pleasure, the... life or property of 
any who obey the good laws of their country... The 
Indians, therefore, have no such titles or persons, 
as emperors, or kings; nor an appellative for 
such... Their highest title, either in military or 
civil life, signifies only a Chieftain. (p. 459) 

He adds that the chiefs can only advise and persuade, and 
continues: 

...it is reputed merit alone, that gives them any 
titles of distinction above the meanest of people, 
(p. 460) 

Adair also gives a description of Cherokee council meetings: 
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They are very deliberate in their councils, and 
never give an immediate answer to any message sent 
them by strangers, but suffer some nights first to 
elapse... When any national affair is in debate, 
you may hear every father of a family speaking... 
Their voices, to a man, have due weight in every 
public affair, as it concerns their welfare 
alike... They reason in a very orderly manner, 
(p. 460) 

Adair goes on to say: 

Warriors are to protect all, but not to molest or 
injure the meanest. (p. 406) 

They have no such phrase as the "fortunes of war." 
They reckon the leader's impurity to be the chief 
occasion of bad success; an if he lose several of 
his warriors by the enemy, his life is either in 
danger for the supposed fault, or he is degraded, 
by taking from him his drum, war whistle and 
martial titles and debasing him to his boy's name 
from which he is to rise by a fresh gradation. 
This penal law contributes, in a good measure, to 
make them so exceedingly cautious and averse to 
bold attempts in war, and they are usually 
satisfied with two or three scalps and a prisoner, 
(p. 416) 

It is doubtful that Attacullaculla, Oconostota and the 

other signatories of the Sycamore Shoals cession did in fact 

act as representatives for any people other than themselves. 

Their status among their own people must have been shaky, 

especially considering that Oconostota was the war leader at 

the time when half the warriors were lost to disease and war, 

and the Middle and Lower towns were wiped from the face of the 

earth. It is apparent that the whites still preferred to deal 

with them as the tribal leaders, particularly since they 
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responded so favorably to land cessions in exchange for bribes 

from the whites. It is never recorded whether or not any 

portion of the "gifts" ever made it to the hands of the Middle 

and Lower townsfolk whose lands were so readily abrogated. 

It is very probable that because of their breach of faith 

the signatories of the Sycamore Shoals accord were stripped of 

their war titles and lost the right to speak at council, being 

reduced to the social stature of boys. A very curious event 

leads me to this conjecture. In 1776, Cameron and Stuart, 

vjith Attacullaculla and Oconostota's cooperation, struggled to 

keep the Cherokees neutral in the rapidly developing 

Revolutionary War. Around mid-May, a delegation from the 

Iroquois Confederation arrived at Chota. Representatives from 

the Shawnee, Delaware, Mohawks, Nancutas, and Ottawas v.'ere 

present. The delegation was headed by the noted Shawnee chief 

Cornstalk. Their purpose was a recruiting drive, extending 

from Canada to the Gulf Coast. They carried a "war talk" 

urging all the tribes to stop fighting each other and to unite 

in a common cause: halting the infestation of North America 

by the white race. Dragging Canoe was enthusiastic. The idea 

of all the tribes banding together to fight a common menace 

appealed to the young nationalist. In describing the meeting 

of the tribes, Gearing quotes Saunders (1886-1890): 

Almost all the young warriors from the different 
parts of the Nation followed [Dragging Canoe's] 
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example... But the principle chiefs, who were 
averse to the measure and remembered the Calamities 
brought on their Nation by the last war, instead of 
opposing the rashness of the young people with 
spirit, sat down dejected and silent. (p. 103) 

Woodward (1963) also makes mention of this event and 

notes that when Attacullaculla and Oconostota were offered the 

wampum belts that represented the talk, they silently refused 

them. But Dragging Canoe, Young Tassel, Bloody Fellow and 
/ 

Osiotto accepted the belts. (p. 92) 

The fact that the old chiefs did not speak glares out. 

All the records indicate that all men and women could speak in 

council, and that not only were the chiefs generally known to 

be the most eloquent men of their nation, it was a requirement 

of their position. Why would these men not speak out against 

the war they reportedly opposed? I submit that because of 

tribal disapproval of their actions (with Sycamore Shoals 

providing the last straw) they had lost their authority and 

their voice in council. Their shameful conduct further 

weakened the tribal social structures: they had disgraced 

their offices, and the younger men no longer sought or 

respected their counsel. 

The belts were naturally first offered to these well-

known old chiefs; the delegates assumed that they should be 

the recipients and wished to honor them. The belts were then 

offered to the de facto leadership. Dragging Canoe and his 
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warriors, who accepted them readily. It is highly unlikely 

that Dragging Canoe and the others would have acted so readily 

without the consensual approval of the tribe to engage in war. 

It is evident that Dragging Canoe was far from being a 

hot-head or renegade. Clearly he was a Cherokee nationalist, 

almost uniquely well aware of the serious threat posed to his 

people by the alarming expansion of white settlement, and as 
/ 

we shall presently see, a cultural savior. As long as he 

lived, Cherokee culture survived. 

Having decided for war, the Cherokees determined to draw 

the first blood. Careful plans were made for an offensive 

movement that involved three divisions that would strike 

simultaneously along the white frontier. The anger Dragging 

Canoe had harbored since leaving Sycamore Shoals was finally 

released: one of the groups the Cherokees targeted was the 

Watauga settlers. The whites were forced to retreat. For 

three weeks Dragging Canoe and his warriors lay siege to the 

forts before the militia inside was able to break through. 

(Gibson, 1980, p. 253) 

Henry Stuart, in a letter to his brother John, reported 

on a council that occurred at Chota prior to the campaign. In 

that council. Dragging Canoe made it clear that the impending 

fight was not to be a racist war of extermination against all 

whites, but only a fight against the enemies of the British 

Crown. A considerable number of white Loyalists, many married 
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to Cherokees, attended the council. Dragging Canoe addressed 

them directly: 

If any of you choose to join the war, I will be 
glad, but I will not insist upon any of you going. 
Those who do not go, however, will be expected to 
furnish the warriors with ammunition and supplies. 
(Evans, 1977, p. 181) 

The records show that many of the Loyalist whites did 
/ 

voluntarily fight with the Cherokees throughout the duration 

of the Revolution. It is also recorded that there were a few 

who did not, and with the aid of the Beloved Woman, Nancy 

Ward, who was especially friendly with the colonists, they 

were escorted out by her brothers to warn the frontier 

settlements of Dragging Canoe's attacks. Ward's reasons for 

this treason, which endangered the lives of many young 

Cherokee warriors, are not clear. Perhaps she acted from some 

sort of loyalty to her uncle, Attacullaculla, or responded as 

a mother to other mothers among the whites. More likely, she 

and Dragging Canoe intensely disliked each other. He 

obviously was disdainful of her person, if not her rank, or he 

would not have started an offensive without her approval. Her 

actions certainly show disagreement with Dragging Canoe. 

Putting the lives of many hundreds of warriors at stake may 

seem excessive retaliation to those unfamiliar with the 

Cherokee ability to bear a grudge. If Ward truly hated 

Dragging Canoe, and wanted his expeditions to fail and bring 
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sharne upon him, she would not have hesitated to sacrifice 

thousands. 

Whether she intended betrayal or not, it was certainly 

perceived that way by Dragging Canoe's followers and warriors. 

Forewarned and forearmed, the white settlers defended 

themselves successfully. The Cherokees were ambushed, and 

Dragging Canoe was wounded in the leg. The warriors prepared 
/ 

for the inevitable retaliatory strike. It was not long in 

coming, and it was vicious. An army of 2,000 North 

Carolinians wiped out the Middle towns; another army of 1,100 

South Carolinians burned the Lower towns. They combined their 

forces to eradicate the valley towns. Another army of 1,800 

Virginians marched unopposed to the Overhill towns. While 

Dragging Canoe had insisted he did not wish to exterminate the 

v/hite race, the colonial armies gave no quarter. Mooney 

(1982) notes the following "interesting side-lights... Women 

as well as men were shot down and afterward 'helped to their 

end'; and prisoners taken were put up at auction as slaves 

when not killed on the spot." (p. 51) 

Although Dragging Canoe opposed their decision, the 

Overhills capitulated to the Virginia army. Oconostota agreed 

to hand over Dragging Canoe and John Stuart for 100 pounds 

each. Although Oconostota was unable to complete the bargain, 

this betrayal hurt Dragging Canoe deeply, and evidently v;as 

the last straw. With Cameron's approval, and perhaps at his 
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suggestion, a bitterly disappointed and determined Dragging 

Canoe decided to move westward, beyond the reach of the whites 

and away from the conquered Overhills and the influence of the 

traitor Nancy Ward. 

He was not alone in believing that the home country was 

lost to the Cherokee. In March, 1777, many of the homeless 

survivors of the Middle, Lower, and Valley towns moved with 

him to Chickamauga Creek, near the Tennessee-Georgia border. 

This meant that most of the younger people and the warriors 

turned from their ancestral lands with the hope of beginning 

again. They built new homes centering around the home of the 

British Commissary, John McDonald, and became known as the 

Chickamauga Cherokee. Most of the white traders and residents 

of Cherokee country, fleeing from the revolutionaries, moved 

with them. (Evans, 1977, p. 183) 

With Dragging Canoe and most of the Cherokee emigrated to 

the west, the ever-agreeable Oconostota and his entourage 

immediately reverted to their land-ceding habits and amiably 

gave the lands of the Middle and Lower towns to the Carolines. 

(Cotterill, 1954, p. 45) A number of the remaining Lov/er and 

Middle town Cherokee, dispossessed by the willing hands of the 

Overhills, resettled on the Coosa River in northern Georgia 

and joined with Dragging Canoe's warriors. 

The warriors must have been burning with indignation and 

the pain of losing their homelands. With the active 
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assistance and tactical cooperation of the northern Creeks, 

they proceeded to terrorize and wreak havoc on the frontier 

settlements. Not even another smallpox epidemic, which 

claimed 2,500 Chickamauga lives in 1779-80, could halt them. 

Perhaps it was an ironic divine justice that the 

Overhills, who were so guick to accept the gifts of the 

Americans in exchange for the lands of their fellow clansmen 
t 

and clanswomen were at that point reduced to the most extreme 

circumstances. So bad was their condition that the American 

agent to the Cherokees took pity on them, and in desperation 

begged the British Superintendent John Stuart for aid to feed 

the destitute Overhill Cherokees. 

The Chickamauga, however, prospered in their new homes. 

Dragging Canoe was an excellent military leader. His battles 

v/ere small in scale, which suited the guerilla tactics the 

Cherokee knew best. The only military success the Americans 

had over the Chickamauga was a raid on the towns in April, 

1777, conducted while the warriors were av/ay fighting. The 

v/omen and children of the towns easily escaped, and only four 

Cherokee were killed. (Evans, 1977, p. 183) 

Dragging Canoe effected peace with the Shawnees and 

formed a mutual assistance pact, exchanging a number of 

warriors that fought in their respective theatres of combat. 

Exposing their frustration at being unable to stop the 

Chickamauga raids and at their inability to retaliate, the 
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American army decided that a Cherokee was a Cherokee. They 

mounted a vicious attack against the Overhill towns, and 

burned them to the ground. The astonished Overhills, 

bewildered by their "friends'" punitive actions, sued for 

peace and got it. The Americans and the Overhills both agreed 

to reconcile by blaming the British for the whole affair. The 

Chickamauga did not recognize the treaty, having completely 

separated themselves from the Overhills, and Dragging Canoe 

continued the war. (Evans, 1977, p. 185, & Cotterill, 1954, 

p. 52) 

In 1783, the British government officially withdrew from 

the colonies, and the American States, under the Continental 

Congress, took charge of these lands. Dragging Canoe and the 

Chickamauga fought on against the Americans. In June of 1788, 

John Sevier (who was either a great American hero or the 

lowest form of human vermin, depending on your cultural 

orientation) committed an act that even the Overhills could 

not stomach. Sevier's militiamen brutally murdered Old Tassel 

and several other Beloved Men who had come to confer under a 

flag of truce at Sevier's invitation. Most of the Overhills 

fled their towns forever and moved to Georgia. "A successor 

was elected to replace Old Tassel, but Dragging Canoe v;as 

recognized as the senior man directing the policy of the 

entire Nation." (Evans, 1977, p. 186) 

Getting too old to lead in the field, Dragging Canoe 
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became more active in intertribal diplomacy and the continuing 

formation of a federation of tribes united against the 

encroaching whites. In November of 1791, his hopes were 

bolstered with the crushing defeat by intertribal forces of 

the American Army under General St. Clair. 

On March 1, 1792, Dragging Canoe died. The Chickamauga 

elected John Watts, a half-blood nephew of Old Tassel, to 
4 

succeed Dragging Canoe and fight on. On November 7 and 8, 

1794, Watts and other Cherokee leaders concluded a firm treaty 

with the Americans. Known as the Treaty of Tellico 

Blockhouse, the results were negotiated to the satisfaction of 

both sides. The groundwork of mutual respect had been well 

laid by Dragging Canoe's warriors. (Evans, 1977, p. 187) 

The treaty held up almost a generation, unprecedented in 

Cherokee-Anglo relations. But in spite of victories in 

battle, the Cherokee lost the war. The culture Dragging Canoe 

fought so hard to continue passed away in the succeeding 

years. The white historians branded Dragging Canoe "renegade" 

and "outlaw"; most modern Cherokees have never heard of him. 

The greatest War Chief and military leader the Cherokees ever 

had has been virtually forgotten by those whose heritage he 

fought so long and hard to preserve. 

"His power and ability was such that later historians 

called him the 'Savage Napoleon'. His enemies called him the 

'Dragon'." (Evans, 1977, p. 176) 
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TORN FABRIC: THE TRIBE DIVIDED 

There are dozens of books written about the Cherokee, and 

hundreds of articles in anthropological journals. Most tend 

to support the concept that Cherokee history really begins 

just prior to the infamous "Trail of Tears", or Removal, (an 

event whose 150th anniversary was recently "celebrated" in 

Oklahoma and North Carolina.) A more interesting study is not, 

the Removal itself, which has been chronicled and discussed ad 

nauseam, but the events transpiring in the period between 

Dragging Canoe's death and the Removal. What happened v/ithin 

the tribe that allowed the once proud and fiercely sovereign 

Cherokee to be herded up like cattle and driven from their 

lands? Why did the women, whose counsel had guided Cherokee 

affairs for millennia, suddenly become silent? And how did 

John Ross, Elias Boudinot, and the other leaders of the 

Eastern Cherokee, who did not among them have the strength to 

fight for their people, come to be regarded as heroes? At 

what point in time did cowardice and resignation to the will 

of the enemy become virtues among the Cherokee? And how did 

the Nation that had forced the United States to treat with it 

in 1794 lose the will to survive in less than a generation? 

Changes of this magnitude beg examination, and deserve an 

attempt at explanation, if only as a case history in 

psychological warfare. 
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Only forty-four years elapsed between the Treaty at 

Tellico Block House and the Removal. This was sufficient time 

for the tribe to become the domestic chattel of the United 

States. The Cherokee, who had fought so hard and so long, 

were ultimately and effectively conquered from within. 

The historical record is rich, but not written to reflect 

the insidiousness of the campaign. Grace Steele Woodward 
t 

(1963) reports on one method that was used: 

...at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the 
Cherokee's attitude toward education, religion, and 
eventually, tribal government all underwent a 
drastic and revolutionary change. Even as early as 
1799, Little Turkey was advocating to the council 
that it permit Moravian missionaries to establish a 
school in the Nation... (p. 123) 

Woodward goes on to state that in 1801, mission schools were 

indeed established. She also relates that around 1803 the 

chiefs and headmen also agreed to allow the Reverend Gideon 

Blackburn, a Presbyterian minister, to establish another 

mission school: 

...the Reverend Blackburn... had in 1794 estimated 
Cherokee children to be the key to the problem of 
civilizing the tribe... If Christianized and 
educated, they would grow up to be a blessing to 
the world instead of a curse... (p. 123) 

Emmett Starr, in 1921, wrote the following: 

On account of the fact that the Cherokees thought 
that the missionaries were bringing back to them 
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their old religion, it was a comparatively easy 
task to convert them from a tribe of savages to a 
Christian nation within the comparatively short 
period of thirty years. When they were converted, 
they, at the behest of the missionaries cast aside 
every vestige of their ancient customs to such an 
extent that not any of their mythology has ever 
been preserved, even among those of the tribe that 
speak the Cherokee language preferably. (1984, p. 
24) 

The introduction of Christianity no doubt had a great 
t 

influence on Cherokee society, but of more significance is why 

the missionaries, who the tribe had repeatedly spurned during 

the eighteenth century, were suddenly allowed to begin the 

process of dismantling Cherokee culture. Destruction 

progressed so rapidly that in April, 1823, in response to a 

request for information on traditions, Elias Boudinot 

answered: 

In regard to traditions, we feel doubtful whether 
any can be collected which will shed any new light 
on our dark history, particularly as far back as 
1,000 years. Traditions are becoming unpopular, 
and there are now but few aged persons amongst us 
who regard them as our forefathers did. (quoted 
from the Cherokee Phoenix. Kilpatrick, 1968, p. 16) 

Obvious from Boudinot's tone is his embarrassment that his 

people so recently shared their "savage" ancestors' beliefs, 

and his disinclination to find out what those beliefs may have 

been. 

The unity that the Cherokee had exhibited under Dragging 

Canoe's leadership quickly fell apart after his death on the 
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issue of civilization versus the ancient ways. The Overhill 

Cherokee, as they were wont to do, were submissively, even 

cheerfully, accepting the American program of civilization. 

The Middle and Lower Town Cherokee, who had so recently been 

the victims of Overhill concessions to the whites, rejected 

all the trappings of European life except the raising of 

livestock and commercial agriculture. By 1801 the Lower 
/ 

Cherokee were making tentative moves toward a formal division 

of the tribe into two parts and thus totally disassociating 

themselves from the Overhills, who, it must have seemed, were 

not anxious to be Cherokee. Some of the Lower Towns were 

advocating emigration to lands west of the Mississippi, where 

they would be beyond the bounds of the United States, its 

civilization, and the servile Overhills. (Letters of Benjamin 

Hawkins. 1796-1806. Collections of the Georgia Historical 

Society, Vol, IX. Savannah, 1916. pp. 361-63: Hawkins to 

Dearborn, August 10 and September 6, 1801) 

The Overhills' incessant desire to please, v/hich 

continued to be extended to ceding any Cherokee lands, gave 

them preferred status in relations with the U.S. federal 

government, which recognized them as the only true Cherokee 

leaders (the anglo chroniclers of Cherokee history later 

followed their government's example.) In addition to servile 

capitulation, other factors contributed to the continuing 

cession of Cherokee lands. Debt and bribery were two other 



101 

methods used by the U.S. and its agents to ensure Cherokee 

compliance. The debts were those created by and owed to the 

government factories. A government factory was in reality 

just a trading post licensed by the federal government to 

trade with and extend credit to the Indians. 

The effect of trade as a vehicle of cultural assault 

cannot be overemphasized. In and of itself, if allowed to go 
t 

unchecked, trade can be used to create dependence on the group 

supplying the trade products. Early on, the Cherokee were 

faced with the harsh realities of capitalism. The 

introduction of firearms completely altered the conduct and 

consequences of warfare, particularly if one group of 

combatants was equipped with firearms and the other was not. 

Not only war, but domestic life was also altered. Steel 

knives and axes were less brittle and thus lasted longer than 

stone. And manufactured cooking pots and utensils were much 

more convenient than clay pots and woven baskets that v;ere 

fragile and time-consuming to make. Factory-produced blankets 

were a luxury, replacing the laborious process of skinning and 

tanning hides. The cultural impact of trade goods v;as 

unquestionably profound, but the major stroke was the 

implementation of credit and its handmaiden, debt. 

Although it is not clear that the early Cherokee 

understood the capitalist concept of credit, they did 

understand the concept of debt. Probably the simplest example 



of this was the Cherokee law of blood or clan revenge. 

Pundits call it the "Law of International Homicide." Simply 

pxit, if a member of one clan killed a member of another clan, 

then the victim's clan was owed one life by the perpetrator's 

clan: a blood debt. It appears that there were several 

options as to how a debt could be cleared, depending on the 

circumstances involved, but nonetheless swift reparation was 
/ 

expected and demanded. (King, 1979, pp. 33-45) It does not 

require a quantum leap of intellect to envision how this 

belief system could be exploited by the whites. The goods are 

introduced and credit is extended to the people. The prices 

are set by the factor, or trading post operator. Credit is 

extended until dependence on the trade goods is clearly 

established and the principal is too high for the debtors to 

pay. The factor then declares that a debt is owed, no further 

credit can be extended until it is paid, and provides the 

option of land cession as a method of reparation. Since the 

people already believe that a debt should be cleared as 

quickly as possible, the factor can sit back and let the 

tribe's own cultural mores and need for the manufactured goods 

to go to work, and the federal government receives a tract of 

land without firing a shot from a weapon of war. The concept 

is diabolical, but so effective that the U.S. still relies 

upon a modern version of it in international dealings today. 

The record is glutted with treaty land cessions that were made 
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to clear debts owed to the government factories. In the 

Indian Office Records stored among the Retired Classified 

Files, in the United States Archives in Washington, D.C., is 

just one example that this policy was indeed actively 

encouraged and pursued. The correspondence is dated November 

29, 1806, and is from a Mr. Riley, the proprietor of a 

government factory, to Return Johnathan Meigs, the Indian 
/ 

agent to the Cherokee. 

Mr. Hockker told... that when he was at the Norard 
that in conversation with Mr. Jefferson he asked 
him if he could get the Cherokee to run in debt to 
the amount of ten or twelve thousand dollars in the 
public store. Mr. Hockker told him for answer 
fifty thousan. Well, says he, that is the way I 
ntend [sic] to git there countrey for to git them 
to run in debt to the publick store and they will 
have to give there lands for payment... 

Now add to this bribery of select tribal leaders and the 

recipe for dissolution of tribal lands is complete. The 

economics of this method are sound since foreclosure and 

bribery are much more cost effective than fielding an army. 

Return Johnathan Meigs has been written about in various 

books and articles as a sort of Christ-figure to the Cherokee: 

the one individual who single-handedly snatched the Cherokee 

from the brink of the abyss and, like Moses, pointed the way 

to the promised land. Despite the romanticized accounts of 

this man, the historical documentation presents a 

significantly different picture. Bribery was Meig's main tool 
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when talking with the council was ineffective. One of his 

favored objects for the exercise of friendly persuasion was 

James Vann. Vann was also one of the protagonists of the 

missionary influx. From the records it appears that Vann was 

a chronic traitor, whose cooperation Meigs could obtain 

whenever the need arose. Provision for certain reservations 

designated for Chief Doublehead and Chief Taluntuskee in tvjo 
t 

treaties at Tellico on October 25 and 27, 1805, reveal the 

ethical machinery involved in those land cessions. Other 

chiefs doubtless received renumeration in ways not so blatant 

or susceptible to investigation by their countrymen. (See The 

Cherokee Nation of Indians by Charles C. Royce for more 

detailed accounts.) 

Although whites reported that the Cherokee had advanced 

considerably in adopting the trappings of civilization since 

the Untied States had begun its tutelage with the Overhills, 

it appears that tha vast majority of Cherokee were too 

primitive to appreciate the finer nuances of bribery and 

corruption as exercised by Meigs. In fact, the council v;as 

considering ostracizing the offenders. 

Not all Cherokee were as eager to sell out as the 

Overhills. The Lower and Middle Town Cherokee, unlike the 

Overhills, still tried to maintain their autonomy. Within 

their lifetime, they had moved with Dragging Canoe to fight 

against the U.S., and wielded the upper hand at Tellico Block 
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House. Their towns, lands, and people had been the ones to 

suffer the most severe consequences of the depredations 

wrought by whites. After the cessation of active hostilities 

in 1794, they exercised internal control over the tribal 

government and were responsible for the welfare of most of the 

people. 

As the nineteenth century began, the Lower and Middle 
/ 

Towns faced total economic chaos. Game which had once been 

plentiful was now scarce, ravaged by the fur trade, increasing 

population, and incessant warfare. Their crops had all been 

trampled or burned and the foodstores plundered. The people 

v/ere in desperate and the only form of assistance 

available was from the U.S. government factories. 

Circumstances forced them to be dependent on a land-hungry 

benefactor. By cooperating with each other, the T.ower and 

Middle Town leaders were able to distribute amongst themselves 

and their people the annuities purportedly intended for the 

entire tribe. They cut the Overhills out with no second 

thoughts. Without the Overhills' aid to the U.S., the Lower 

and Middle Towns might not have been reduced to such 

circumstances. They must have felt resentment, bitterness and 

contempt for the Overhills. It is not surprising that the 

people felt no responsibility to share the annuities, although 

the chiefs were concerned that their acts might constitute 

treason to the whole tribe. Their concern with morality and 
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fairness highlights the difference between the Upper and the 

Middle and Lower Cherokee. 

The pragmatic Lower and Middle women, who by this time 

were completely ignored by white historians, no doubt had a 

great deal of influence over the distribution of the 

anmxities. Cherokee women historically were (and to some 

extent still are) more vengeful than their men. And a mother 
/ 

with children to feed, house, and clothe, and with no economic 

power of her own can exert enormous pressure on a man to 

provide these necessities. And until 1834, when Nancy Ward 

turned in her baton, the symbol of the Beloved Woman, women 

still had the right to speak in Cherokee councils, though 

their influence seems to have been reduced by the treason of 

Nancy Ward. Her betrayal of the tribe shook their faith in 

v/omen's inability to act to the detriment of the people. 

Still, the women could, and no doubt did, exert a great deal 

of pressure on the leaders, reminding them that a chief's only 

function was to serve his people and provide for their general 

v/elfare. 

It is interesting to reflect on the lack of any 

documented evidence or oral traditions of the Overhills 

providing any material assistance to the Lower and Middle 

Cherokee, although many were beginning to accumulate personal 

wealth. Nor is there any evidence that they entertained any 

remorse for their practices of dispossessing the Lower and 
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Middle Towns of their lands. 

There is, however, documentation to show that the 

Overhills continued their high-handed efforts to disinherit 

the Lower and Middle Towns. The Indian Office reports for May 

of 1808 mention a delegation sent by the Overhills to 

Washington to propose to Thomas Jefferson that the tv.'o 

districts of the Cherokee, Upper and Lower (which included 
/ 

Middle Towns), dissolve the political bonds that connected 

them, that the Upper Cherokee become citizens of the United 

States, and that their lands be annexed. Jefferson consented 

on the condition that the Upper and Lower districts agree on 

a dividing line, and, if there was any opposition, suggested 

that those opposed could move west of the Mississippi. 

(Indian Office Records, War Department Letter Book B, p. 376; 

Jefferson to the Upper Cherokee delegation, May 4, 1808 and 

Dearborn to Meigs, May 5, 1808) 

Though some attempts were made at reunification, the 

records reflect increasing division between the 

assimilationists and the nationalists. By 1816 a significant 

portion of the tribe was living in what is now Arkansas on 

lands which they had "liberated" from the Osage. These v/ere 

followed in 1817 and 1818 by anywhere from 3,500 to 6,000 

Cherokee, depending on whose figures are used: War Department 

or Cherokee. (Indian Office Records, Retired Classified 

Files, Meigs to Secretary of War Dearborn, Dec. 30, 1817) As 



108 

usual, the actual number of emigrants is probably somewhere 

between. In 1819 a large cession of land was made in North 

Carolina, Several of the signers received 640 acre 

reservations for their cooperation. They also relinquished 

Cherokee citizenship and became citizens of North Carolina and 

the United States. They reaffirmed this again on June 26, 

1829. (King, 1979, p. 166) Among the Cherokee anxious to 
/ 

surrender their heritage was Nancy Ward. Ironically, the U.S. 

later rejected her heirs' claims to the lands she received for 

selling out. 

The history of the Cherokee since that time is perhaps 

the most well-documented of any North American tribe. Many 

of the people were literate in English or Cherokee by then, 

and their impassioned pleas that the United States honor its 

promises and treaty obligations are as widely reproduced as 

they were ignored. The flood of whites, at first a trickle, 

became an inexorable tide that swept all the tribes before it. 

The Cherokee, divided and betrayed, had entered a period of 

tribal factionalism and cultural confusion that they have not 

yet emerged from. 
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RECLAIMING OURSELVES; THE POWER OF CEREMONY 

The descendants of the Cherokee still live in North 

Carolina. Their farmlands are gone; most are economically 

dependent on seasonal tourist employment and off-reservation 

white-owned factory work. The town of Cherokee resembles a 

generic Indian theme park. Pow wow chiefs and "tepees" on 

every corner provide photo opportunities and amusement for the, 

hordes of tourists whose dollars sustain the economy of the 

Eastern Cherokee. Yet this band fought hard for recognition 

as Cherokee in the early twentieth century, even against the 

opposition of the Western Nation. Some still speak Cherokee, 

and a few are attempting to retain what little of the culture 

remains by teaching their children. The Journal of Cherokee 

Studies, a respected publication, comes from North Carolina. 

The spark of the old fire still remains in these people; 

recent exchanges between groups of medicine men have inspired 

hopes of rekindling it among them, and mending old wounds 

between the Eastern and Western Nations. The chaos and 

fragmentation wreaked among the Cherokee by the disastrous 

imposition of anglo-European structures in the last three 

hundred years are not "normal" for the Cherokee; we lived in 

a dynamically balanced universe for thousands of years. This 

balance was represented by the duality of the sacred fire, and 

manifested in our religious, political, and social 
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institutions. By keeping ceremonies, v/e reaffirmed and 

reinforced our connection with the universe, with the earth, 

and with each other. 

These ceremonies are the conduits of our identity. We 

used them to create and reaffirm ourselves and our universe. 

Without them, the Cherokee universe does not exist, and we are 

reduced from a sovereign people to an ethnic group. This loss 

affects not only those of Cherokee ancestry, but the entire 

universe as well. Any perspective lost, any tribal culture 

extinguished, diminishes the whole. 

The centrality of ceremony to Cherokee culture was well 

documented by the earliest anglo historians, who were 

fascinated by the sophistication of the rituals. The v;ord 

"primitive" was not invoked by whites to describe Cherokee 

(and other tribal) world views until it became necessary to 

find a justification for their extermination. The sincerity 

and reverence with which the people practiced their religion 

was admired by James Adair, who was impressed by their strict 

adherence to its tenets. 

Recreating the principles of a religion and its 

ceremonies is always difficult, but in the case of the 

Cherokee enough written and oral tradition exists to drav/ some 

conclusions. There is absolutely nothing to indicate that 

from the time of pre-European contact to Dragging Canoe's 

death that the Cherokee religion lost its centrality in 
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Cherokee life. 

Fred Gearing's work Priests and Warriors (1962) is well-

researched and informative, but his method of arriving at the 

conclusion that the warriors usurped the positions and 

authority of the priests does not stand up under scrutiny. He 

looks for elements that are anglo-European in nature, such as 

totalitarian leaders and chiefs. Such persons would not long 
/ 

have held sway in any Cherokee community. Gearing's view 

requires the assumption that the Cherokee conducted warfare on 

a European model; conquest for conquest's sake. This model 

does not fit Cherokee social structure or culture. Warfare, 

as recorded by Adair, was for defensive purposes, for gaining 

titles, or avenging homicides. The main objective of war was 

generally to humiliate the enemy, not to exterminate human 

beings. That the European concept of genocide was not 

understood by the tribes is obvious. 

Mooney and Woodward are no help in understanding the 

socio-political structures and motivations either, as they and 

subsequent writers tend to support the belief that the Red and 

White governments did not ever exist concurrently. Though 

this idea is generally accepted as factual, logic dictates 

that while the warriors were off on an expedition, life in the 

town did not stop. Some women, some men, the children and the 

elders remained at home and civil functions must have 

continued. It seems to have escaped the notice of the v/hite 
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historians that the ceremonial fire in the council house did 

not change position or color; it, like the governmental 

structures, was both red and white simultaneously. The Red 

government's purpose was the conduct of international affairs, 

including but not restricted to war, and all of the Red 

officials went on the various excursions to fulfill their 

duties. It is extremely unlikely that the civil government 
t 

just vanished for the duration, any more than modern church 

officials, police and government bureaucrats vanish when the 

United States is conducting a war in a foreign land. Only the 

warriors depart the domestic scene. 

What is missing from most white historical accounts, and 

v/hat renders them useless in comprehending the complexity of 

tribal life, is the omission of ceremony as the prerequisite 

to action. The parades of soldiers on their way to fight and 

the patriotic speeches and blessings endowed on the warriors 

by anglo leaders are direct corollaries to the ceremonies that 

the War Chief conducted prior to the start of a military 

campaign. The purpose of all these rituals is to separate the 

warriors from the civilians, and to remove the social 

strictures that prevent the barbarous conduct required for war 

from being released in the communities. These ceremonies 

channel the aggression that warriors must embrace toward the 

objective, whether that be victory on the field or in 

negotiations. 
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It is also quite clear that at the termination of a 

hostile foray there are particular ceremonies that are 

prescribed in order to disperse or dissipate the destructive 

capabilities with which warriors are endowed. Europeans have 

more parades and speeches, and ceremonies to honor the 

combatants. Medals are bestowed upon their soldiers, and 

those who most distinguish themselves receive special titles 
t 

and awards. Among the Cherokee, titles were also given out. 

The ceremonies that were performed were designed to terminate 

the special dispensation granted to warriors in combat, and 

cleanse them of the taint of spilled blood. This was so that 

the v/arriors would not inadvertently transgress any of the 

religious taboos and cause the power of the war medicine to 

implode on the towns. The consequences of neglecting these 

ceremonies among whites or tribals are underscored by their 

effects on Vietnam veterans and the American populace in 

general. The nation that does not symbolically end its war 

becomes divided and fragmented. It internalizes the conflict. 

That happened to the Americans after Vietnam, and it seems to 

have occurred among the Cherokee after Dragging Canoe's death. 

There is no record of a final revocation of the war 

medicine among the Cherokee. This ceremony should have 

occurred after the Treaty of Tellico Block House in 1794. 

Whether it was not noticed by any chronicler or no tribal 

authority existed at that time to perform the ceremonies is 
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not clear. Perhaps the Cherokee considered that the war had 

not yet ended. But as a result, the power of the war medicine 

is apparently still unleashed and undirected. The 

consequences are exactly what the tribal priests and laws had 

warned against. One hundred and fifty years of civil war are 

a direct result of the loss of ceremony. To reunify the 

Cherokee, to reclaim the Nation, the ceremonies must be 

returned and practiced. 

The objective of this work has been to understand the 

nature of the forces that have devastated the Nation. One of 

the principal factors is the loss of ceremony. Small 

fragments yet remain and are practiced by a few Cherokee. But 

the ceremonial fires that exist today at the stomp-grounds are 

weak because they are not whole. The resurrection of Cherokee 

religion attempted by Redbird Smith and his followers is not 

yet finished. Only the white half of the fire has been 

partially restored. To complete the work, the red half must 

be revived. Modern Cherokee, fearing the darkness that is 

incorporated in the red side, have laid the blame for the 

dissolution of the Nation on war itself. War is not the 

enemy; it did not cause the loss of sovereignty. The v/ar 

medicine released among the people may have resulted in 

grievous harm, but to simply ignore its presence cannot 

rectify the effects. To end the chaos it is imperative that 

the fire be reunited, and the war medicine be lifted. The 
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complementary sides of Cherokee nature and society must be 

reintegrated. 

I do not mean to imply that there is only one correct way 

to be Cherokee, but the elements that compose Cherokee culture 

are, and have been from ancient times, variations in each town 

upon the same theme. There never was a "national" religion, 

just as there was no national government. What was the same 
/ 

was the ideology underlying all of Cherokee existence, the 

unspoken and fundamental understanding of the structure of the 

universe. "Cherokee" is not a blood quantum as defined by the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs, although many modern Cherokee accept 

that alien definition as determining how much Cherokee one 

really is. "Cherokee" is and always has been a way of looking 

at the world, the practice of an ideology that runs deeper 

than religion or blood. It is not accidental that the 

inviolability of the individual was held foremost in Cherokee 

perceptions. The vitality of Cherokee culture is dependent 

upon the uniqueness and equality of each individual. Each 

piece of the mosaic is essential to create the greater whole. 

Without the elements of the War Council and the Women's 

Councils, the picture of Cherokee life is incomplete. This is 

true not only when looking at the past, but in the present, as 

well as the future. 

The reader may be inclined to question the utility of a 

War Council among the assimilated Cherokee of the twentieth-
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century. It is just for that reason that a War Council is 

imperative. The sovereign individuality that was so crucial 

to Cherokee existence was defended on the fields of battle and 

in the chambers of council. The sovereign autonomy of each 

town was jealously protected from any would-be encroacher. 

The basic and inalienable right to exist as Cherokee was paid 

for with the blood of countless Cherokee men, women, and 
/ 

children. Lives were sacrificed and taken in the struggle to 

retain the right to hold ideas and values different from those 

of the oppressors. There is indeed a war still raging. 

This war has assumed many guises over the last tv/o 

centuries. Dragging Canoe and his warriors were fortunate in 

that their enemy was clearly delineated: first as the 

rebellious colonists, and then as the land-hungry U.S. 

government. In the intervening generations the arenas that 

the battle has been fought in have changed, but the objective 

of the enemy is still the same: denial of basic human rights. 

The enemy today is not composed of wave-upon-wave of incoming 

whites; the enemy is an institutional and corporate system 

that uses and relies upon self-made laws to repress individual 

rights and freedoms in order to strip the individual of any 

sovereignty under the banner of "the common good." The 

federal government has run amok and totally removed itself 

from the control of the people by issuing laws and orders 

that, if obeyed, ensure the continuing existence of its 
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unwieldy bureaucracy. It proclaims that any individual or 

group that challenges its right to such unlimited power is 

"subversive" and "un-American." In the face of resistance, an 

immediate propaganda campaign ensues, with the result that 

citizen's groups and freedom fighters, who by inclination 

should be working together, are suspicious of each other and 

in many instances are aiding the federal government in the 
/ 

process of eliminating the voices that speak for freedom. 

The current Cherokee government in Oklahoma is simply an 

administrative arm of the BIA, parading under a U.S.-made 

banner of sovereignty. Despite propaganda to the contrary, 

this government was not even elected by the Cherokee people 

until 1975; prior to this, the "chiefs" were appointed by the 

U.S. president. The BIA still retains the right to approve or 

reject the chief and council members elected by tribal 

members. This is not sovereignty. 

While the current leadership does its best to ensure the 

flow of money into the tribe, it is not obvious that these 

monies are benefitting the tribe as a whole. The council's 

political policies are not pursued independent of the Oklahoma 

legislature, and are often joint projects with the state 

government. The recent battles between the Cherokee Nation 

and the United Keetoowah Band (an independently organized 

tribe of Cherokee) are benefitting not the tribe, but the 

state. Tribes should not be fighting each other; tribes 



should not be fighting whites or blacks, Asians and Hispanics. 

Our, and I use that term inclusively, our war is with a 

governmental bureaucracy and a corporate economic system that 

would make all of us. Red, Black, Yellow, Brown and White, 

slaves of a government gone bad. Yes, there is a need for a 

War Council, now more than ever. The Cherokee never were, and 

never were meant to be, slaves to any system. The system was 

the tool of the individuals. That is the way it should be for 

all people. 

The struggle needs many voices and many hands to regain 

the right of the individual to develop his or her full 

potential as a human being, and for the family to regain its 

position of autonomy free of governmental interference. In 

this war the Cherokee and other Native American tribes may 

hold the key that can lock the beast that the federal 

government has become back into the cage of servitude. Our 

traditional values and social structures developed out of the 

needs of people living in North America, and grew from respect 

for the spirit of this land. We know how to live here. Our 

inherent autonomy as nations is still legally valid, and if we 

choose leaders willing to force the issue, we can again become 

truly sovereign. The power, as always, belongs to the people, 

not to static corporate institutions whose only interest is in 

the survival of their own bureaucracies. It is the duty of 

the people to take back control of their own destinies. And 
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it is the duty of those who are aware of this and capable of 

it to lead the way. We can thus provide examples to other 

oppressed peoples. 

One of the few things we Cherokee retain is the means of 

obtaining knowledge from God. "Ask and ye shall receive" is 

not a uniquely Christian concept. The ceremonies which are 

vital to the renewal of Cherokee culture can and are being 
/ 

slowly reclaimed. The source of the ceremonies still exists: 

God has not abandoned us. The process is difficult and 

demands some sacrifice, as does anything worth having. But 

Cherokee men cannot accomplish this work alone. It is 

incumbent upon the women to reassert themselves as the mothers 

of the Nation and insist on recognition as equal participants 

in the destiny of their children and their Nation. From the 

time when women were first excluded from participation in 

politics we began to lose our identity. Wilma Mankiller's 

election as Chief of the Western Nation for two terms shows 

that our women have not lost the will and ability to 

participate as leaders in the political process. For the 

rebirth of Cherokee culture to be successful, the women must 

accept their roles within it. The men cannot and would not 

force their participation; we can only ask for their 

assistance in the process of realizing our common goal of 

truly becoming human. For too long have we men struggled 

against annihilation alone through our own arrogance and have 
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not prevailed. Just as the two halves of the fire complement 

each other's strengths, so do the two sexes working together 

create unity. 

There is an ancient picture that was unearthed at the 

site of an old Cherokee ceremonial town. It is of a fierce 

warrior who wields in one hand a wicked looking war axe with 

obsidian blades. In his other hand, he carries the severed 
/ 

head of an enemy. Some Cherokee know this figure as a 

representation of the Lord Thunder, the god of war. What is 

significant is that the head which he carries is that of an 

Indian, Let this image serve as a warning to us. As long as 

we fight against each other, we can never prevail against the 

forces that would forever extinguish our fire. 
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