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The Cherokee Removal: A Tragic Chapter in American History

The Cherokee removal a brief history with documents 2 delves into one of the most profound and
sorrowful episodes in American history: the forced displacement of the Cherokee Nation from their
ancestral homelands in the Southeastern United States. This article provides a comprehensive
overview of the events leading to and during the removal, examining the complex political, social, and
legal forces that culminated in the tragic Trail of Tears. We will explore the motivations behind the
Indian Removal Act, the legal battles waged by the Cherokee, the perspectives of key figures, and the
devastating impact on the Cherokee people. By examining historical documents, we aim to offer a

deeper understanding of this pivotal moment and its lasting consequences.

Understanding the Roots of Cherokee Removal

The Cherokee Nation, a highly sophisticated and assimilated Native American society, occupied vast
territories across Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Alabama. Their advanced agricultural
practices, established government, and even a written language developed by Sequoyah, contrasted
sharply with the prevailing stereotypes held by many white settlers. However, the insatiable desire for
land, fueled by the burgeoning cotton industry and the discovery of gold in Cherokee territory, created

immense pressure for their removal.



The Growing Demand for Cherokee Lands

By the early 19th century, the economic potential of Cherokee lands became increasingly apparent.
The fertile soil was ideal for cotton cultivation, a crop that was rapidly transforming the Southern
economy. Furthermore, the discovery of gold in Dahlonega, Georgia, in 1829 intensified the land rush
and ignited a fervent desire among Georgians and other settlers to claim these valuable resources.
This economic incentive, coupled with deeply ingrained racial prejudices and a belief in manifest

destiny, significantly amplified calls for Cherokee removal.

The Indian Removal Act of 1830

The passage of the Indian Removal Act in 1830, championed by President Andrew Jackson, was a
watershed moment. Despite significant opposition, including impassioned speeches from figures like
Davy Crockett, the act authorized the president to negotiate treaties that would exchange Native
American lands in the East for territories west of the Mississippi River. While the act ostensibly
promoted voluntary emigration, the coercive tactics and extreme pressure exerted upon tribes,
including the Cherokee, rendered the notion of consent largely illusory. This legislation provided the

legal framework for the systematic dispossession of Native American tribes.

The Cherokee Nation's Resistance and Legal Battles

The Cherokee Nation did not passively accept the prospect of removal. They mounted a vigorous and
multifaceted resistance, employing legal and diplomatic strategies to protect their sovereignty and
homeland. Their efforts involved engaging with the U.S. legal system, appealing to public opinion, and

sending delegations to Washington D.C.



The Supreme Court and Cherokee Sovereignty

Central to the Cherokee's legal defense were two landmark Supreme Court cases: Cherokee Nation v.
Georgia (1831) and Worcester v. Georgia (1832). In Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, Chief Justice John
Marshall ruled that the Cherokee Nation was a "domestic dependent nation," acknowledging their
distinct political status but stopping short of granting them full sovereign immunity from state laws.
However, in the pivotal Worcester v. Georgia, Marshall emphatically declared that the Cherokee Nation
was a distinct community with its own boundaries, within which the laws of Georgia had no force. This
decision was a significant legal victory, affirming Cherokee sovereignty. However, President Jackson's
infamous disregard for the ruling — reportedly saying, "John Marshall has made his decision; now let
him enforce it" — demonstrated the federal government's unwillingness to uphold the Court's judgment

when it conflicted with its removal policy.

Internal Divisions within the Cherokee Nation

The pressure for removal also created painful divisions within the Cherokee Nation itself. While the
majority, led by Principal Chief John Ross, staunchly opposed removal, a small faction, known as the
"Treaty Party," began to believe that resistance was futile and that negotiation was the only path
forward. This internal discord was exploited by the U.S. government, which ultimately recognized the
Treaty Party's illegitimate Treaty of New Echota (1835) as a valid agreement, despite its lack of broad
support from the Cherokee people. This treaty, signed by a minority of Cherokee leaders, ceded all
Cherokee lands east of the Mississippi in exchange for land in Indian Territory and financial
compensation. The subsequent ratification of this treaty by the U.S. Senate sealed the fate of the

Cherokee Nation.

The Trail of Tears: A Forced Migration



Following the controversial ratification of the Treaty of New Echota, the U.S. government began the
forced removal of the Cherokee people. This undertaking, carried out with immense brutality and

disregard for human life, became known as the Trail of Tears.

The Eviction and Round-Up

Beginning in 1838, federal troops, state militias, and volunteer groups systematically rounded up
Cherokee families from their homes. Men, women, and children were often driven from their dwellings
at gunpoint, with little time to gather their belongings or say goodbye. They were forced into makeshift
stockades, often overcrowded and unsanitary, awaiting their journey west. The process was

characterized by violence, theft, and the destruction of Cherokee property.

The Journey West: Hardship and Loss

The journey itself was a harrowing ordeal. Thousands of Cherokee were forced to march hundreds of
miles to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma). They traveled in poorly provisioned groups, enduring
harsh weather conditions, starvation, and disease. Smallpox, cholera, and other illnesses ravaged the
weakened population. Families were torn apart, and the elderly, infants, and those already ill suffered
disproportionately. The estimated death toll varies, but it is widely accepted that thousands, perhaps as

many as one-quarter of the Cherokee population, perished along the way.

Documentary Evidence of the Removal

Historical documents provide stark and poignant evidence of the suffering endured during the
Cherokee Removal. These primary sources offer a glimpse into the experiences of those who lived

through this tragedy.



e Letters from Cherokee leaders: Correspondence from figures like Chief John Ross to government
officials and fellow Cherokee members details the desperation, pleas for justice, and accounts of

the abuses suffered.

o Military correspondence: Reports from U.S. Army officers involved in the removal, while often
couched in bureaucratic language, sometimes reveal the grim realities of the operation and the

scale of suffering.

e Personal accounts: Diaries and memoirs from missionaries, travelers, and some of the Cherokee
who survived the journey offer firsthand testimonies of the conditions, the loss of life, and the

emotional toll of the removal.

o Treaty documents: The Treaty of New Echota and related government documents are crucial for

understanding the legal justifications, however flawed, used to legitimize the removal.

The Aftermath and Legacy of the Removal

The Cherokee Removal left an indelible scar on the Cherokee Nation and on the conscience of the
United States. The forced displacement fractured communities, destroyed livelihoods, and resulted in

immeasurable loss of life and cultural heritage.

Rebuilding in Indian Territory

Upon arrival in Indian Territory, the survivors of the Trail of Tears faced the immense challenge of
rebuilding their society. Despite the devastation, the Cherokee people demonstrated remarkable
resilience, re-establishing their government and institutions in their new homeland. They worked to

create a stable society, but the trauma of the removal and the ongoing challenges of federal oversight



and land policies continued to shape their existence.

The Enduring Impact on Cherokee Identity

The Cherokee Removal is a central and enduring element of Cherokee identity. It serves as a constant
reminder of the injustices perpetrated against Native American tribes and the long struggle for self-
determination and sovereignty. The historical memory of the Trail of Tears continues to inform
Cherokee culture, politics, and their ongoing relationship with the United States. The events of the
removal underscore the critical importance of understanding this history to appreciate the resilience

and enduring spirit of the Cherokee people.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary historical context surrounding the Cherokee

Removal?

The primary historical context is the expansionist drive of the United States in the early 19th century,
fueled by Manifest Destiny and the desire for Native American lands, particularly those occupied by the
Cherokee in the Southeast, which were fertile and rich in resources, leading to increasing pressure for

their removal.

What key Supreme Court decisions are relevant to the Cherokee

Removal?

Two crucial Supreme Court decisions were Worcester v. Georgia (1832) and Cherokee Nation v.
Georgia (1831). In Worcester v. Georgia, the Court ruled that the Cherokee Nation was a distinct
political community with its own laws and that Georgia's laws had no force within its territory. However,

President Andrew Jackson famously disregarded this ruling.



What was the Treaty of New Echota and why is it controversial?

The Treaty of New Echota (1835) was an agreement between a small, unauthorized faction of the
Cherokee Nation and the U.S. government, ceding all Cherokee lands east of the Mississippi River in
exchange for land in Indian Territory and financial compensation. It is highly controversial because the
majority of the Cherokee Nation, led by Principal Chief John Ross, did not ratify it and considered it

illegitimate.

What is the significance of John Ross's role in the Cherokee Removal
narrative?

John Ross, as Principal Chief, was a central figure in the Cherokee resistance. He tirelessly pursued
legal and diplomatic avenues to protect Cherokee sovereignty and land rights, petitioning the U.S.
government and appealing to the Supreme Court. His efforts represent the organized, legal opposition

to removal.

What were the primary motivations of President Andrew Jackson
regarding the Cherokee Removal?

President Andrew Jackson was a strong proponent of Indian removal, driven by a belief in white
supremacy, a desire to secure valuable lands for white settlement and agricultural expansion, and a
perceived threat to national unity posed by autonomous Native nations within state borders. He saw

removal as inevitable and necessary for the nation's progress.

How did the Indian Removal Act of 1830 facilitate the Cherokee
Removal?

The Indian Removal Act of 1830 authorized the President to negotiate removal treaties with Native
American tribes living east of the Mississippi River. While it ostensibly promoted voluntary exchange, it
provided the legal framework and executive power for the forced displacement, enabling President

Jackson to pursue his removal agenda aggressively.



What does 'The Trail of Tears' refer to, and what were its conditions?

"The Trail of Tears' refers to the forced relocation of the Cherokee Nation from their ancestral
homelands in the Southeast to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma) starting in 1838. The journey
was marked by extreme hardship, including inadequate provisions, disease, exposure to harsh

weather, and immense suffering, leading to the deaths of thousands of Cherokee people.

What are some examples of primary source documents related to the
Cherokee Removal?

Primary source documents include letters from Cherokee leaders like John Ross, official government
documents such as the Indian Removal Act and the Treaty of New Echota, court records from cases
like Worcester v. Georgia, personal accounts and diaries of Cherokee individuals and U.S. soldiers

involved in the removal, and newspaper articles from the era.

What were the long-term consequences of the Cherokee Removal for

the Cherokee Nation?

The long-term consequences were devastating, including immense loss of life, destruction of their
social and political structures, forfeiture of ancestral lands and resources, and a profound cultural and
economic disruption. Despite these hardships, the Cherokee Nation has shown remarkable resilience,

rebuilding their government and culture in Indian Territory.

How is the Cherokee Removal generally viewed and taught in
contemporary historical discourse?

The Cherokee Removal is generally viewed as a tragic and unjust event, a stark example of the U.S.
government's broken promises and mistreatment of Native Americans. Contemporary historical
discourse emphasizes the violation of treaty rights, the human cost of forced displacement, and the

enduring legacy of this injustice.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Cherokee Removal, with brief descriptions:

1. The Trail Where They Wept: A Cherokee Chronicle. This historical novel offers a deeply personal
and moving account of the forced removal of the Cherokee people. Through the eyes of a fictional
family, it explores the devastating journey west, highlighting the resilience, suffering, and enduring
spirit of the Cherokee nation. The book vividly depicts the hardships faced and the profound sense of

loss experienced.

2. Sacred Soil, Stolen Land: The Cherokee Removal and the Persistence of Memory. This academic
work delves into the historical context and legal machinations that led to the Cherokee Removal. It
examines the broken treaties, political pressures, and the profound impact of dispossession on
Cherokee identity and culture. The book also explores how the memory of the removal has been

preserved and interpreted within the Cherokee community.

3. Under the Shadow of the Great White Chief: Andrew Jackson and the Cherokee Nation. This
biographical and historical study focuses on the pivotal role of President Andrew Jackson in the Indian
Removal Act. It analyzes Jackson's motivations, his rhetoric, and the political climate that enabled the
forced relocation of the Cherokee. The book critically assesses the legacy of his policies and their

devastating consequences for Native American tribes.

4. The Cherokee Papers: Voices from the Removal Era. This compilation presents a crucial collection
of primary source documents related to the Cherokee Removal. It includes letters, petitions, speeches,
and official reports that offer direct insights into the perspectives of Cherokee leaders, US officials, and
those who witnessed the events firsthand. This resource is invaluable for understanding the

complexities and human dimensions of this historical tragedy.

5. Beyond the Peach Tree: Cherokee Resilience After the Trail of Tears. While focusing on the
immediate aftermath of the removal, this book also touches upon the historical context that
necessitated the journey. It chronicles the struggles and triumphs of the Cherokee people as they

rebuilt their lives and their nation in Indian Territory. The narrative emphasizes their efforts to maintain



their culture, governance, and identity in the face of immense adversity.

6. The Indian Removal Debates: Congressional Arguments and the Justification of Dispossession. This
book meticulously examines the debates that took place in the U.S. Congress regarding the Indian
Removal Act. It presents arguments for and against the policy, revealing the prevailing attitudes
towards Native Americans and the legal and moral justifications offered for their forced displacement.

The text highlights the divisions and complexities within the American political landscape of the era.

7. Whispers on the Wind: Cherokee Stories of the Removal. This collection gathers oral histories and
traditional stories passed down through generations of the Cherokee people, offering a unique
perspective on the removal. These narratives capture the emotional impact, the spiritual significance of
their ancestral lands, and the enduring trauma of the forced march. The book provides a powerful

testament to the strength of cultural memory.

8. The Land of Promise, the Land of Sorrows: Cherokee Removal from a Geopolitical Perspective.
This study analyzes the Cherokee Removal within the broader context of westward expansion and the
geopolitical ambitions of the United States. It explores the economic motivations, the role of land
speculation, and the strategic interests that fueled the drive for Cherokee territory. The book sheds

light on how national expansionist policies directly impacted Indigenous sovereignty.

9. Documents of Dispossession: Treaties, Laws, and the Cherokee Removal. This volume is a critical

resource for anyone studying the legal underpinnings of the Cherokee Removal. It includes the text of
key treaties, landmark legislation like the Indian Removal Act, and court decisions that shaped the fate
of the Cherokee Nation. The book provides a foundational understanding of the legal frameworks used

to legitimize the removal.
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