Trail of Tears

Migration from the original Cherokee Nation began in the early 1800s as Cherokees wary of white encroachment moved west and settled in other areas of the country's vast frontier. White resentment of the Cherokees had been building as other needs were seen for the Cherokee homelands. One of those needs was the desire for gold that had been discovered in Georgia. Besieged with gold fever and with a thirst for expansion, the white communities turned on their Indian neighbors and the U.S. Government decided it was time for the Cherokees to leave behind their farms, their land and their homes. Cherokee had long called western Georgia home. 

In 1830 the Congress of the United States passed the "Indian Removal Act." President Jackson quickly signed the bill into law. The Cherokees attempted to fight removal legally by challenging the removal laws in the Supreme Court and by establishing an independent Cherokee Nation. In 1832, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Cherokee on the same issue in Worcester v. Georgia. In this case Chief Justice John Marshall ruled that the Cherokee Nation was sovereign, making the removal laws invalid. The Cherokee would have to agree to removal in a treaty. The treaty then would have to be ratified by the Senate. 
By 1835 the Cherokee were divided and despondent. Most supported Principal Chief John Ross, who fought the encroachment of whites starting with the 1832 land lottery. However, a minority(less than 500 out of 17,000 Cherokee in North Georgia) followed Major Ridge, his son John, and Elias Boudinot, who advocated removal. The Treaty of New Echota, signed by Ridge and members of the Treaty Party in 1835, gave Jackson the legal document he needed to remove the First Americans. 1838 the United States began the removal to Oklahoma, fulfilling a promise the government made to Georgia in 1802. 
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In one of the saddest episodes of our brief history, men, women, and children were taken from their land, herded into makeshift forts with minimal facilities and food, then forced to march a thousand miles(Some made part of the trip by boat in equally horrible conditions). Under the generally indifferent army commanders, human losses for the first groups of Cherokee removed were extremely high. John Ross made an urgent appeal to Scott, requesting that the general let his people lead the tribe west. General Scott agreed. Ross organized the Cherokee into smaller groups and let them move separately through the wilderness so they could forage for food. Although the parties under Ross left in early fall and arrived in Oklahoma during the brutal winter of 1838-39, he significantly reduced the loss of life among his people. About 4000 Cherokee died as a result of the removal. The route they traversed and the journey itself became known as "The Trail of Tears" or, as a direct translation from Cherokee, "The Trail Where They Cried" ("Nunna daul Tsuny"). Under orders from President Jackson, the U.S. Army began enforcement of the Removal Act. Around 3,000 Cherokees were rounded up in the summer of 1838 and loaded onto boats that traveled the Tennessee, Ohio, Mississippi, and Arkansas Rivers into Indian Territory. Many were held in prison camps awaiting their fate. In the winter of 1838-39, 14,000 were marched 1,200 miles through Tennessee, Kentucky, Illinois, Missouri, and Arkansas into rugged Indian Territory.   
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Reading 2: "Every Cherokee man, woman or child must be in motion..." 
For two years after the Treaty of New Echota, John Ross and the Cherokees continued to seek concessions from the federal government, which remained disorganized in its plans for removal. Only the eager settlers with their eyes on the Cherokee lands moved with determination. At the end of December 1837, the government warned Cherokee that the clause in the Treaty of New Echota requiring that they should "remove to their new homes within two years from the ratification of the treaty" would be enforced.¹ In May, President Van Buren sent Gen. Winfield Scott to get the job done. On May 10, 1838, General Scott issued the following proclamation:

Cherokees! The President of the United States has sent me, with a powerful army, to cause you, in obedience to the Treaty of 1835, to join that part of your people who are already established in prosperity, on the other side of the Mississippi. . . . The full moon of May is already on the wane, and before another shall have passed away, every Cherokee man, woman and child . . . must be in motion to join their brethren in the far West.²

Federal troops and state militias began to move the Cherokees into stockades. In spite of warnings to troops to treat them kindly, the roundup proved harrowing. A missionary described what he found at one of the collection camps in June:

The Cherokees are nearly all prisoners. They have been dragged from their houses, and encamped at the forts and military posts, all over the nation. In Georgia, especially, multitudes were allowed no time to take any thing with them except the clothes they had on. Well-furnished houses were left prey to plunderers, who, like hungry wolves, follow in the trail of the captors. These wretches rifle the houses and strip the helpless, unoffending owners of all they have on earth.³

Three groups left in the summer, traveling from present-day Chattanooga by rail, boat, and wagon, primarily on the water route, but as many as 15,000 people still awaited removal. Sanitation was deplorable. Food, medicine, clothing, even coffins for the dead, were in short supply. Water was scarce and often contaminated. Diseases raged through the camps. Many died.

Those travelling over land were prevented from leaving in August due to a summer drought. The first detachments set forth only to find no water in the springs and they returned back to their camps. The remaining Cherokees asked to postpone removal until the fall. Those riding in the wagons were usually only the sick, the aged, children, and nursing mothers with infants.

Heavy autumn rains and hundreds of wagons on the muddy route made roads nearly impassable; little grazing and game could be found to supplement meager rations. Two-thirds of the Cherokees were trapped between the ice-bound Ohio and Mississippi rivers during January. A traveler from Maine happened upon one of the caravans in Kentucky:

We found the road literally filled with the procession for about three miles in length. The sick and feeble were carried in waggons . . . a great many ride horseback and multitudes go on foot—even aged females, apparently nearly ready to drop into the grave, were traveling with heavy burdens attached to the back—on the sometimes frozen ground, and sometimes muddy streets, with no covering for the feet except what nature had given them.4
A Cherokee survivor later recalled:

Long time we travel on way to new land. People feel bad when they leave Old Nation. Women cry and made sad wails. Children cry and many men cry, and all look sad like when friends die, but they say nothing and just put heads down and keep on go towards West. Many days pass and people die very much.5
No one knows exactly how many died during the journey. Missionary doctor Elizur Butler, who accompanied one of the detachments, estimated that nearly one fifth of the Cherokee population died. The trip was especially hard on infants, children, and the elderly. 
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Along the Trail of Tears

	Parties of Cherokee who emigrated west: 

	Date 
	Description 
	Number at
departure 
	Additions 
	Known dead 
	Number at
Arrival 

	May 24, 1836 thru 
May 23, 1838 
	People who left the Cherokee Nation in Georgia and emigrated to the Oklahoma Territory before the "Trail of Tears" . Most of the signers of the Treaty of New Echota and many of the richer mixed-blood Cherokee. 
	800+ 
	
	? 
	800+ 

	April 5, 1838 
	Under the command of Lt. Deas, U. S. Army. 
	250 
	
	? 
	248 

	June 6, 1838 
	Under the command of Lt. Deas, U. S. Army. 
	800 
	
	
	489 

	June 13, 1838 
	Under the command of Lt. Whitley, U. S. Army. 
	800 
	225 
	
	602 

	June 17, 1838 
	Under the command of Capt. Drane, U. S. Army. 
	1070 
	
	
	494 

	October 11, 1838 
	Under the command of Lt. Deas, U. S. Army and John Ridge. 
	650 
	
	
	650 

	October 1, 1838 
	Leader - John Benge. First of the Cherokee controlled parties. U. S. Army commander Winfield Scott rode to Nashville with this party. 
	1,103 
	77 
	50 
	1,103 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leader - Elijah Hicks. 
	748 
	110 
	34 
	744 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leaders - Hair Conrad;Daniel Colton. 
	858 
	
	
	654 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leaders - Jesse Bushyhead; Capt. Old Field. 
	950 
	82 
	
	898 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leader - Rev. S. Foreman. 
	983 
	57 
	
	921 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leader - Choowalooka. 
	1,150 
	
	
	970 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leader - Mose Daniel. 
	1,035 
	48 
	
	924 

	October 4, 1838 
	Leader - James Brown. 
	859 
	34 
	
	717 

	November 4, 1838 
	Leader - George Hicks. 
	1,118 
	
	
	1,039 

	November 4, 1838 
	Leader – John Drew 
	231 
	
	
	219 

	November 4, 1838 
	Leader - Richard Taylor. 
	1,029 
	55 
	
	944 

	November 4, 1838 
	Leader - Peter Hilderbrand. 
	1,776 
	
	
	1,312 

	December 4, 1838 
	Leader - John Ross. Final party of the Trail of Tears. 
	
	
	
	228 
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